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SAVE 75% 


А NEW KIND O 
GAME MAGAZIN 


MASSIVE Magazine is the ultimate guide to the world of massively 
multiplayer online games. Produced by the industry’s top editors and 
writers, it covers the games and culture with a progressive and breezy 
editorial style. 





In addition to covering what’s next for the MMOs of today and tomorrow, 
each issue of MASSIVE focuses on the most important part of the MMO 
experience, the players. Issues include features on the communities and 
guilds, profiles of top players, and other features that make the 
magazine itself a part of the MMO world. 
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MASSIVE features a bold new look, with a bigger page size (9" x 10.875") 
on heavy paper stock. Select issues include a free DVD with playable trial 
versions of games, demos, and/or movies. 


MMOs are growing at a "massive" rate; it’s about time they had their own 
magazine. 
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Explore a vast, breathtaking world of living art: the final Create chains of special attacks and powerful reactions 


Command the skies on your dragon, roam the world an 
| masterpiece ol legendary fantasy artist Keith Parkinson. with a groundbreaking dynamic combat sysicm. 


your warhorae, or choose from darens of other maunta. 
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THE BATTLES 
ARE ONLY THE 
BEGINNING.. 


Wars can be won as quickly off the 
battlefield as on it. Use trade. religion. 
technology, and diplomatic agents to 

build a mighty empire across three 
continents and five centuries. Outwit 
your foes and dominate the medieval 


world. This is Total War. 
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“The next strategy masterpiece from the 
makers of Rome: Total War .” -~ РС Gamer 


EDITORS’ 


l — www.sega.com 
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Bur pack of Magic: The Gathering’ = 


Y, Comes With 15 Cards. bet 
AZ And Endless Poi 


A When you open a pack of Magic. you're opening a world of options that go far beyond a mere game. 
You hold the keys to a community of players just like you. 
The ticket to play in tournaments in town and around the world. 
And the chance to grab your share of over $3 million in cash and prizes, handed out every year. 


Find out what over 6 million Magic players already know: Its one game with many opportunities. 


ix AGIC 


The Gathering 


(сіс CARD Game 


Download a demo at 


playmagic.com 
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Super Size Me 


With airport-sized super-units, dual 
monitor support, and the most so- 
phisticated UI since the printing press, 
Chris Taylor's mouth-wateringly anni- 
hil-errific Supreme Commander will 
totally annihilate your previous con- 
ceptions of immensity! With Lasers! 

By Kelly Wand 


The Saga of Daofus and 
Сай20015 


Two hours with that Burning Crusade 
Sensation, beta edition. 
By Steve Bauman 


Battlefield Adware 


Welcome to the future, where games 
will want to know what you're looking 
at, particulaily if it has a paid logo on 
it. And while reading this article, enjoy 
the smooth taste of Laramie Extra-Tar, 
now with more nico-glycerol. 

By Lara Crigger 


There and Back Again 


Haven't we been down this road be- 
fore? Neverwinter Nights 2 repeats the 
formula of its predecessor, delivering a 
very good but not great D&D epic 
with a so-so campaign. By Brett Tedd 


X-Rated 


NVIDIA is first out of the gate with a 
DirectX 10 videocard, the sublimely 
fast GeForce 8800GTX. 

By Paul jastrietshi 


The Return of Cardboard 


Gaming at the dining-room table is 
more popular than ever these days, 
and there are titles for every sort of PC 
game nut out there, Check out the fol- 
lowing list for a few recommendations 
that might just drag your favorite 
gamer away from the monitor for a 
few hours. By Brett Tedd 
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By Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire 


96 Random Incoherence 


Requisite Year in Review Column. 


By Kelly Wand 


98 Three Finger Salute 
An Open Letter to the Industry. 
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Get Medieval 2 


If you're looking for a big demo, here you go; all 
SOOMB of it. Creative Assembly's Medieval 2: Tota! War 
was one of the most highly anticipated games re- 
leased toward the end of tha year, and If you're ол the 
fence about it, take it for a spin. Also this month: Try 


Introversian’s sublime WarGames-style nuclear holo- 
caust game DEFCON, which has the year's best subti 
tle: “Everyone Dies.” Also, check out the flight sim 
Combat Wings and the wallpapers from the nice chaps 
at gamewalipapers.com, Its ап дова. 
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You are one with the land. Bury your enemies in it. 
Defend the Americas as the mighty Sioux, Iroquois. or Aztecs. As a WarChief, command beasts of 
the forest, strengthen units, and speed them to the point of attack. Sway fierce battles in your favos 


against encroaching European forces. Your power grows 3s you Master new maps and a new singie- 


Player campaign. This land will bear your legacy forever 
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UPFRONT 





by Steve Bauman 





“Are MMOs about 
playing games 


together or merely 

showcases for 

whomever has the 
coolest gear?” 


| 10 Computer Games | January 2007 





Letting players take shortcuts in games isn't new; RR them for it, however. . 


I t wasn't hard to predict the negative reaction to 
[| Electronic Arts' charging money via Xbox Live 
Marketplace to allow players to unlock courses 
in Tiger Woods 2007 for the Xbox 360 and to get 
extra cash and items for The Godfather. It's EA, after 
all. EA is the Microsoft of games, assuming we ig- 
nore that Microsoft actually makes games, too. 
Anything it does is generally met with howls of dis- 
approval. (Some of which are justified, like the 
ones in response to ads in Battlefield 2142, which 
you can read about on page 54.) 

There's little difference between complaining 
about buying unlockables and complaining about 
people's spending теа! money on gold or items for 
their MMOs of choice. (In the latter case, this com- 
parison ignores how spending real money impacts 
the game's economy, which is an entirely different 
issue.) It's easy to understand the resentment, 
since it diminishes the accomplishment for every- 
one to know that anyone can get the same badge 
or toy or reward through simpler means. 

Yet you've always been able to access all parts of 
a PC game without any skill. Being able to use 
cheat codes or access hacked saved games to un- 
lock items has been a part of gaming for me since | 
used to change numbers around in data files in the 
days of the Atari 800. (I also used to replace the de- 
velopers' names with my own. Sorry, Sid Meier, you 
are no longer the mastermind behind Floyd of the 
Jungle.) And you can get gold in an MMO through 
grinding, which requires a lot less skill than time. 

Let's face it: Some people value their time more 
than money. Maybe they want to access one spe- 
cific course or golfer in Tiger Woods, but they have 
neither the time nor the desire to go through the 
10-30 hours to unlock everything. And sure, ! can 
spend 100 hours grinding away to get an epic 
mount in World of WarCraft; alternatively, | can 
spend one minute scoring 900 gold from a gold 
seller, which is morally weird and might get me 
kicked out of a game. Does that choice devalue 
the accomplishments of those who "earned" the 
epic mount through more legitimate means? What 
if those legitimate means include grinding mobs 
for hours, or getting a donation from guildmates? 

These things only matter if you view all games 
8s competitions. Are MMOs about playing games 
together and sharing something. or are they 
merely showcases for whomever has the coolest 
gear? Since these are games that reward time as 


_ 15 that the future? 


much as skill, or more, congratulations: That epic 
mount shows you're more of a catasser than | am. 

(To get some idea of what I’m talking about, con- 
sider that a recent study by the PlayOn Project at 
PARC showed that players spent over 80 hours per 
week with World of WarCraft to obtain the highest 
Battlegrounds ranks. Who can compete with that?) 

People need to stop thinking of noncompetitive 
games as some sort of size contest. Counter-strike is 
a competitive game, so paying money there to get 
an edge would be extremely uncool—not to men- 
tion impossible, since ít requires skill to beat some- 
one else, In something like World of WarCraft, there 
are competitive elements, but no matter how 
skilled you are, you're never going to beat someone 
who's put in more time and thus has reached a sig- 
nificantly higher level than you have, or someone 
who's been able to make more money through 
grinding (or other means) to obtain better gear. 
That's a design flew endemic to almost all MMOs. 

The latest competitive game people are playing 
involves comparing Gamer Scores through Xbox 
Live. There's even a service that promises to boost 
your score; you just fork over some cash, turn over 
your login information, and some kid somewhere 
will play every 360 game and unlock its Gamer 
Score-boosting elements. 

This is particularly sad, because your Gamer 
Score is even more meaningless than your owner- 
ship of an epic mount. It says more about your 
ability—and time—to play every 360 game than 
about your skill. Comparing Geometry Wars scores: 
awesome. That's competition. Comparing unlocks 
in Call of Duty 2? OK, that makes sense. Comparing 
absolute Gamer Scores, which can easily be 
boosted by playing a single game of NBA Live 2006 
on "Easy, or by buying (or renting) and blasting 
through every crap game in existence? That's sort 
of dumb. It's also sort of dumb to care that EA is 
giving some people the option to pay to unlock 
something you can also unlock through conven- 
tional means. 

But this is the start of something, and not just 
for console owners, With Xbox Live coming to 
Windows, and Bethesda charging both 360 and PC 
players for something as silly as horse armor, are 
we at the top of a slippery slope where you'll be 
paying in microtransactions for items you used to 
get for free? 


That sounds like a topic for another month. Ii 
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Computer fames 


EXCLUSIVE! 


The Complex Military- 
Entertainment Complex 

You guys sure draw some weird conclusions 
in the “Military-Entertainment Complex" 
feature in the November issue. The military 
lifestyle isn’t all that violent? | think the 
3,000 dead American troops in Iraq would 
beg to differ. 

War may be hours of boredom punctu- 
ated with moments of terror, but ! think 
what we need to be more worried about is 
the fact that games don't show, as Wilson 
says, dismemberment and gore. Americas 
Army is a good game, though; it's the best 
thing to result from taxpayer money since 
the highway system. The problem is when 


especially in games. Big business has got- 
ten its toe in it, so everyone's striving for "le- 
gitimacy,’ but you know what? Screw that. 
They're games, damnit. 

Jin Choung 


In Defense of Random Incoherence 
Random Incoherence sucks. It's like listen- 
ing to static. Good for some background 
noise, but not a lot else. So why are you en- 
couraging Ms. Wand to type over a page of 
meaningless chatter every month? 

I'm a smart guy. | can analyze English Lit 
with the best of them (or at least | could in 
high school), but for the life of me | cannot 
find a meaningful message in her monthly 
column. Past that, it's not even entertaining. 

Bryan Jonsson 





“The military lifestyle isn't all that violent? 
I think the 3,000 dead American troops in 
Iraq would beg to differ." 


you look at it as more of a recruiting tool 
than a game. In that light, it's chock full of 
false advertising. 

Also, you guys forgot to mention that 
Kuma/War ls a terrible game, but the real 
events gimmick keeps bringing it free 
publicity. 


Ryan Easton 


In Praise of In Praise of Dumb 

| loved the November editorial "In Pralse of 
Dumb" It was a manifesto against preten- 
sion, and | think that's needed these days, 


Kelly Wand's "In Defense of Inhumanity" col- 
umn in the October issue features some of 
the best writing l've ever come across in a 
computer game review magazine. | wanted 
to add my compliments to the many I'm 
sure he/she receives. 

Wand's writing is so smart, it's downright 
SQXy. 

Chris Elliott 


For the record, we're pretty sure Kelly is a 
dude, though we haven't checked under the 
hood, so to speak. -ed 





Your e-mails validate our existence. Send all missives to editorizcgonline.com. 
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| Board/Tabletop Games 


A couple of months ago, we asked 
whether you felt we should expand 
our coverage of board or tabletop 
games. Here are a few of the re- 
sponses: 


To answer the question about whether 
or not you should cover boardgames, | 
like the short reviews of tabletop 
games. | suppose | wouldn't mind if 
you occasionally covered an RPG or a 
CCG, but | don't think | would go so far 
as to expand the coverage to more 
than one full page. 

Dauntless Dad 


Should you review tabletop role-play- 
ing games? 

Let me think about that a second... 
ummm... NO! The magazine is called 
Computer Games, not"Board Games" or 
just “Games.” 

The passion that fuels the gaming 
community is what's next, not what I did 
last year. How do | make my characters 
better, play smarter, pwn my opponents? 
Those are the issues I'm interested in. 

Anthony M. Dunn 


| don't really think adding the section 
would make folks pick up the mag, hon- 
estly, especially with all of the other 
ones currently on the market. That's just 
my two copper pieces on the subject. 
Richard Ray 


| think you should review tabletop role- 
playing games. Many of today's adult 
videogamers come from a strong back- 
ground in tabletop role-playing games. 
It is this background that has helped 
create such strong support for the fan- 
tasy genre that we enjoy today. 

Now that the fantasy genre has be- 
come well known, the role-playing 
games that helped inspire it appear to 
be on the decline. It's difficult for 
games that rely on pencil, paper, dice, 
and imagination to compete with the 
visual stimulation and action that mod- 
ern videogames provide. Your maga- 
zine's focus should definitely stay on 
computer gaming, but the occasional 
review of a tabletop role-playing game 
could go a long way toward reminding 
gamers of their roots. 

Michael Burnside 
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Gameplay is Overrated 


By Evan Malsbury 


y most memorable gaming moments always involved new 

experiences, but not just new game mechanics or genres. 
L More often, they were about exploring unique worlds. 
With a sufficient combination of fresh writing, art, design, and 
audio, a game that recycled familiar gameplay became greater 
than the sum of its parts. 

But gaming is about interactivity and making consequential 
choices. Many arque that unless gaming emphasizes its unique 
strengths, it will never be more than a pixelated pretender to the 
artistic value of literature, film, or music. Admittedly, the games ! 
admire most are those that give you the opportunity to define 
your play style with an interesting variety of options. But these 
tend to be relatively balanced, deep multiplayer 
games where the gameplay depends on players’ 
filling different roles. 

In single-player games, balancing a variety of 
play styles is rarely emphasized, most opponents 
are predictable, and a visit to GameFAQs reveals 
that the numbers have been crunched on the 
one true build order. I'm reminded of my ranged 
character in Knights of the Old Republic, and how | 
found out his skills were irrelevant several hours into the game 
because it forces you to become a saber-wielding, wave-spam- 
ming Jedi. | used to play all my games on the hardest difficulty 
setting, but this invites frustration when I'm not playing the way 
the designer intended. Nowadays, my solo gaming is more about 
seeing the sights than pwning the Al. 

The problem with virtual tourism is that most games are not 
set in places | want to visit. I've enjoyed the rare shooter that had 
a human element, like Vietcong or No One Lives Forever, but 
anonymously visiting war zones modeled on real conflicts just 

makes me despair for humanity. | have no desire to navigate 
more sewers or crate depots unless the protagonist has an origi- 
nal and offbeat reason for being there. 

| think that when most people say a game has a good “story, 
they're not talking about the writing or plot necessarily, but 
about a pleasing combination of setting, characters, atmosphere, 
and player motivations. To me, immersion is not NPCs with 
unique schedules that respond when assaulted; it's characters 
who have cultural identities, multifaceted personalities, and 
goals besides ending, conquering, or saving their world. 

None of the recent single-player games l've enjoyed had par- 
ticularly innovative gameplay, but each wrapped its mechanics 
іп an extremely stylish package. Psychonauts was your average 
platformer, but | cherished each new level for the wacky writing, 
art, and music. Between the satisfying yet simple jumping puz- 
zles and the combat of Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, | actu- 
ally started to care about the characters and the beautiful world 
in which they moved so gracefully. When | played the demo for 
the sequel, | was disappointed that the art direction of the previ- 





“| have no desire to navigate more sewers or 
crate depots unless the protagonist has an 


original and offbeat reason for being there.’ 


ous world had been traded in for Quake's color palette. The head- 
banging quitar music, emo prince, and thong-clad nemesis felt 
artificially transplanted from the "John Romero will make you his 
bitch" school of design. 

Empathizing with a complex character in DreamFall, photo- 
graphing a hidden critter in Beyond Good and Evil, and recognizing 
the continuity in a game world like that of Thief are al! more re- 
warding to me than my highest score or the next phat lewt drop. I 
enjoyed exploring World of WarCraft until | reached level 60, but | 
lost interest after completing all the instances. The prospect of up- 
grading my noobish greens and blues to purples by joining repeti- 
tive and lengthy raids to a lava map held no sense of mystery. 

This holiday season, | anticipated fewer games than ever. As | 
watch the PC section at retail shrink and my apathy level grow, | 
wonder whether the industry has changed or whether it's me. 
Mainstream publishers are backing fewer fresh ideas, and mar- 
keting teams are being put in charge of design. Then again, 
maybe I'm just not as easily intrigued as | used to be. 

Still, | have faith in modders, independents, and the occasional 
publisher to supply a modest market of wonder-inducing titles 
after PC games have disappeared from retail. Just because | don't 
have any release dates on my calendar doesn't mean I'm not 
looking forward to new experiences. | may just have to explore 


the unknown to find the gems. After all, that is my preferred 
mode of escapism. 








Do you have something to say? So say it! Send all topics and/or completed 
articles of no more than 800 wards to editoria cgonline.com, Articles may 
be edited for space, or because we want to justify our existence by 
chopping your piece into little bits. 
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AN EPIC BATTLE RAGES FOLLOWING A BRUTAL CHAOS 
INVASION, WHERE FOUR FULLY PLAYABLE ARMIES (EMPIRE, 
CHAOS, SKAVEN, AND HIGH ELVES) AS WELL AS ADDITIONAL 
CONTROLLABLE RACES (ORC AND GOBLINS, DWARFS, AND | 
VAMPIRE COUNTS) CLASH ON A MASSIVE BATTLEFIELD. ; 
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Two hours with that Burning Crusade Sensation, beta edition 


BY STEVE BAUMAN 


[= 


mm lizzard Entertainment let people into 

the closed beta for World of WarCraft: 

The Burning Crusade in October, so it 
was time to take it for a spin. Assuming 
everything went well since then, you proba- 
bly camped out in front of Gamestop for 
your copy and have already reached level 
70. In the meantime, here are some notes 
from a two-hour session with the beta. 

While waiting for my level 60 to arrive on 
the test server (he's a human male, so if he 
got lost he couldn't ask for directlons), | roll 
a new toon. There's a Blood Elf that looks 
like an Alliance character but is actually on 
the Horde side, and a Draenei that looks like 
a Horde Tauren but happens to be an 
Alliance character. Draenei get Paladins and 
Blood Elves get Shamans, thereby rendering 
the biggest differences between Horde and 
Alliance irrelevant. 
| submit feedback: "When can I be a 

Murloc?” 
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| start with a Draenei. ! try to create an ex- 
tremely manly Paladin named Gadzooks but 
somehow click the wrong button and end 
up with a Warrior named “Gadzools” 

| submit a bug report: “Character creation 
broken” 

While killing dozens of Vale Moths, I start 


= 
m 


to wonder about their reproduction rates. 
Thousands of people will pass through thls 
area, and each will kill dozens or more of 
these moths, yet somehow they never to- 
tally disappear from the world. 

| submit feedback: "Need the reproduc- 
tion rate for all creatures in order to better 
understand the lore” 

I kill numerous plants, some with names 


























like "Mutated Root Lasher" What does 
Blizzard have against foliage? 

| spam the chat channel: "Blizzard is anti- 
botanist” 

After an hour and six levels, | create a 
Blood Elf Rogue named Doofus. The Blood 
EIf male is officially the most effeminate 
character in the game. Sure, my Human 
Rogue looks like he sings in a Village People 
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[opposite page left to right] Мт, Clean, aka Gadzools; Ninja jump, activated!; Doofus doing the whole “roque-thing” until his modeling career takes off. 


cover band when !'m not logged in, but this 
guy is so pretty he makes me feel like less of 
a man while playing. 

Someone writes in General chat: “Plz dial 
teh gay down a bitz on Blood Elf males 
КТНХВҮЕ” 

The Blood Elf ninja jump animation is 
pretty coal, however, and | spend 10 min- 


utes trying to figure out the frequency of 
the special spin jump. 

І submit a bug report: "Doesn't spin jump 
frequently enough,’ 

I kill some lions and some shiny “Wyrms.' | 


get a quest to kill Felendren the Banished, 
and I'm spawn camping him with six other 
people. At level five? Seriously. 

| submit feedback: "Felendren needs 
quicker re-spawn. And a more evil name. 
And a better hat. 

After | get Felendren's head (sans hat), | 
leap from a sky-high platform in Falthrien 
Academy into the water and promptly die. 
It looked deeper from higher up. 

| submit а bug report: “Water too shallow 

| spend 10 minutes watching my Blood 
Elf's Napoleon Dynamite dance. sampling 


4 


his various "/silly^ jokes and typing "/train" 15 
times in а row. After my last "/train;' I tab out 
of the game and dawnload some emoticon 
packs for Yahoo Instant Messenger. This is 
what this game has reduced me to. 

| submit feedback: "Too many people are 
using emotes.” 

| reach level eight after a traumatic battle 
with a Murloc named "Mmmrrrggglll^ At 
this point, the servers go down. 

| post in the forum: "Server crashes are 
unacceptable” 

But l'li keep playing. $i 
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DEVELOPER BioWare PUBLISHER 2K Games RELEASE DATE January 2007 


Ө} he team that's currently working at BioWare to 

[| bring its previously Xbox- exclusive Asian-flavored 

E martial arts role-playing game to the PC has been 
smiling throughout its development. To these design- 
ers, revising an existing game is a bit like having a sec- 
ond chance to correct previous mistakes. Not that Jade 
Empire was riddled with holes on the Xbox. But the 
team building Jade Empire: Special Edition is excited to 
refer to this version as "Jade Empire 1.5" They've added 
two new fighting styles: Iron Palm and Viper style. The 
former is influenced by Sumo wrestlers and focuses on 
powerful, slow slaps. Viper style, by contrast, offers poi- 
son-based attacks to slowly deplete your enemies life. 

Compared with the Xbox version, this one is shock- 

ingly playable with the mouse and keyboard. It's strictly 
a third-person fighting game, and at first glance it looks 
like a perfect match for consoles and gamepads. But, 
once you've settled in with the keyboard and mouse, it 
turns out that the combination works fairly well for fist- 


What would an Asian 
mythology game be without 
demons? Hell, what would 
an RPG be without demons? 


Е Jade Redux „ғ... 


The PC version of Jade Empire is getting ready for its close-up 8Y ALEX HANDY 


to-fist combat. Bungie's underrated, anime-inspired Oni 
perfected this combat interface a number of years ago, 
and Jade Empire seems to have grown out of the same 
philosophy as that ghostly, ill-fated console/PC title. 
Switching between fighting styles, a fundamental part 
of the game and a key to your eventual success, is much 
easier when you can hit a number key for each style, 
rather than scrolling through them with the left or right 
shoulder button. 

Overall, this looks to be a great expansion of the orig- 
inal console title instead of a mere port, For folks 
who've already completed and shelved the Xbox ver- 
sion, the PC one adds some new levels toward the end 
of the game. Despite these changes and the new fight- 
ing styles, the overall game is no different trom the con- 
sole version. If you were already “completely done“ with 
the game, this version won't offer much more. But if 
you've lusted after the Xbox edition, you probably wont 
be disappointed. @ 
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Fend off invasion after the Maelstrom 


PUBLISHER Codemasters DEVELOPER KDV Games RELEASE DATE February 2007 


postapocalyptic setting is always 
handy for a computer game. You can 
spin it with modern-day, futuristic, or 
even antiquated equipment. If you want to 
throw in aliens, too, who's to complain? The 
world is in ruin and everyone wants a piece 
of the planet, however small that piece may 
be. Maelstrom dives into this premise while putting action wrinkles 
in its strategy mix. 

This alternate Earth's maelstrom begins with terrorists, progresses 
to corporate takeover, and finally results in all-out war between men 
and aliens. Three sides contest this world. The conventional Remnants 
fight with tanks, guns, choppers, and infantry, while the technologi- 
cally advanced Ascension forces use a smaller number of trans- 
formable units to accomplish their goals. They face off against each 
other and the alien Hai-Genti, who want to make our earth their 
drowned home. À meteor smashing into the planet is the catalyst for 
ultimate cataclysm, offering these aliens the chance to wipe us out. 

Even in this early version, it seems clear that the developers used 
real-time strategy history as their quide. StarCraft comes immedi- 
ately to mind when you see the three sides in action. The aliens 
sport features of the Zerg, the Remnants are reminiscent of the 
Terrans, and the Ascension fill the role of the Protoss. That provides 
a lot of variety for you to play around with, even if 
it inevitably leads to comparisons with Blizzard's 
seminal space opera. Features of some lesser RTS 
games slip into the mix, too. There's some Earth 





Codemasters siqned “experianced sclence fic- 
tlon screenwriter’ James Swallow to handle 

the storyline for Maelstrom. According to the 
publisher, his credits Include episodes of Star 


Trek Voyager-- IMDB has him responsible for two “story con- 

cepts.” for which he received no credit-—-and Dactor Who. He's 
aiso written a number af books, including multiple Warhammer 
па Judge Dredd paperbacks and the novelization of the 

Ashton Kutcher movie The Butterfly Effect. 
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RTS convention lives on. Buildings just rise out af the ground. 








2160 evident in the look of the game, as well as in its day-night cy- 
cles. Terraforming shows up too, which isn't surprising given the 
Russian developer's previous game, Perimeter. Maelstrom doesn't 
have that game's wacky aesthetics and incomprehensible fiction, 
but it does use Perimeter's powerful graphics engine. 

Expect a lot of nice pyrotechnics. Nuclear blasts, water effects, 
terrain changes, and giant super units all help ramp up the action. 
You can also slip into third-person shooter mode with your Hero 
units. They have various special abilities and gain experience, which 
translates into bonuses for surrounding troops. Third-person mode 
uses the standard WASD and mouse control to provide a shift to ac- 
tion-oriented gameplay at the touch of a key. 

In addition to third-person action, the game includes a toggled 
base builder Al. This constructor handles tasks so you can turn your 
attention elsewhere, That attention might qo to action gaming or 
maybe to a chance to micromanage a battle on the other side of 
the map. You can still fill the build queue and keep more direct con- 
trol if you like, but it's a nice idea to permit less attentive base ex- 
pansion. The feature needs to work well, because units have a lot of 
special abilities that you have to trigger manually. These have vari- 
able recharge rates but seem powerful enough to alter critical com- 
bat situations when used en masse. The game's squad system per- 
mits their collective use, provided you put together specific 
combinations of troop types. 

Maelstrom is a smorgasbord of features found in previous real- 
time strategy games, all jammed into one box. Balancing every- 
thing alongside three distinct factions is a huge task, but the game 
seems stable enough to give the developers plenty of time to tweak 
the numbers before launch. -David J. Long 
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With an incredibly deep story, lush environments, PC-enhanced gameplay, and new сһагасіег 





fighting styles, weapons, and items, the Jade Empire experience has never been more compelling. 


Choose the role of an aspiring martial-arts master and follaw the path of the Open Palm (good) 
or the Closed Fist (evil), In this spectacular action-RPG Special Edition, your choices and actions 
will determine the fate of ilte entire Jade Empire. "v" 
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Choose from seven characters, 
Master new fighting styles inspired each with their own powers 
by classic martial arts films. | and abilities. 
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Interact with an abundance 
of fascinating characters. 











Apply dilectly 

to dual cannon; 

to dual ca 
% - Apply Hifectly 
to duaí cànnon 















à 
E 





Р - ы ыы rg =~ - 











© 


-= Welcome to the futur 
N particularly ШШЕ 


ror — ae =- = E 
4 Sao aaa: 


Т Tief 


IELI 


here games will wnt to know what foie looking At, 





| A 
N 


logo on it. And whil&yreading this article, 


Smooth taste о 'агатіе EXta-Tar, now with more\pico-alycerol. By LARA 


hen news broke of an insert in the box for Battlefield 2142 
stating that the game includes in-game advertising that 


will transmit information back to Electronic Arts and/or 





joyAhe 
RIGGER 


the advertising company, message boards and blogs erupted in 
outrage. The technology would sneak into your files and phone 
home your personal details, such as cookie settings and account 
logins. It would rummage through your browser history, record- 
ing your likes, dislikes, and bookmarked websites. It was spy- 
ware, and it would bombard your desktop with pop-up ads or 
even steal your identity. 

Like most things on the Internet, these reactions got a wee bit 


out of hand. 


Justin Townsend, CEO of IGA Worldwide, Inc., the 
company that produçes the technology behind the 
Battlefield 2142 ads, says it's innocuous. “We're defi- 
nitely not spyware," he says. "People choose not to be- 
lieve it, like there's some kind of evil plan going on 
out there. But | can assure you, there isn't? 

According to statements from both EA and IGA, the 


“Like most things on the Internet, 
reactions got a wee bit out of hand.’ 


technology only operates while you're actively play- 
ing the game. It doesn't run in the background while 
you surf the Internet or play other games. While it 
does grab your IP address, it does so only to deter- 
mine the language in which ads should appear on 
your screen. Your IP address isn't stored permanently. 


L 


Instead, the first time you log on to Battlefield 2142, 
you're assigned a unique ID number, unconnected to 
any personal identifiers. That number is used to track 
your PC whenever you come online and prevent data 
overlap. : 

IGA's software only records "impression data,” infor- 
mation describing how you view the in-game ads. 
Every time you encounter an ad in Battlefield 2142-— 
which, at press time, was never, as they hadn't been 
turned on yet—IGA records what kind of ad it was 
(billboard, megaboard, or video stream), how long 
you looked at it, how big it was on-screen, and from 
which angle you viewed it. 

What IGA doesn't track are your login details, cook- 
ies, browser histories, or how many 
times you kill an enemy. “That kind of 
data, we just don't need to collect,’ says 
Townsend. “It’s not useful to our pur- 
pose whatsoever.’ 

For many, capturing impression data 
is invasive enough. But Townsend says 
that this information is no different from what other 
advertising companies report to their clients. 
Personal details about the consumer aren't needed, 
because the ad's objective isn't to persuade anyone 
to buy the featured product, only to create brand 
awareness. 
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opment costs surge in the next-gen gaming market, game 
makers will struggle to cover the costs of producing AAA titles. 
Selling a game for $50 or $60 at retail just won't cut it anymore. 
In-game advertising, Townsend says, will help publishers get 
more revenue, which in turn will help keep prices down and in- 
crease the number of titles released year-round. 
“Lots of gamers want to have either cheaper prices at retail 
or free games altogether. That's not going to happen; says 
Townsend. "But you're looking at more games, better quality, 
and more consistency throughout the year.’ 
This isn't the first time in-game ads have ignited outrage. 
Last year, Vivendi fought off major criticism when it sneaked in- 
game advertising into a patch for SWAT 4. Not only did the soft- 
ware record impression data, but it also tracked 
ee gamer IDs and phoned home to grab ads for 
эз а ека ТИРЕУ ЭР Ratt н : every level a player entered, causing in-game lag. 
MELLE tah ia thal te Despite the controversy, in-game advertising 
d certainly include real-world ads. is with us for good. In August, EA signed a three- 
\ game deal with IGA to bring more advertising 
-Chip Lange into its games. The company signed a similar 
contract with Massive, Inc., to include advertising 
As for the ads themselves, Chip Lange, VP of EA Online, says in titles like Need For Speed Carbon. "Ads are a part of real life,’ 
they'll fit seamlessly into the game. "The ads are contextually says Lange, "and therefore a part of our games? 
relevant,’ says Lange. "The near-future setting of Battlefield 2142 According to Townsend, research shows that most players 
would certainly include real-world ads.” He explains that, to fit don't mind the ads, as long as they're done correctly and are 
the setting and storyline, the in-game ads look as if they've contextually relevant. (Massive, Inc., commissioned the re- 
weathered 150 years of war. They also appear side by side with search.) 


propaganda and "Wanted" posters. "This content helps the "[Ads] actually enhance the realism,” Townsend says. "We 
world feel more alive,” Lange says. replicate what happens in the real world only. We're just look- 


The justification for including ads is nothing new. As devel- ing to enhance the gaming experience” 
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EA's Official Response 


The advertising program in Battlefield 2142 does not access any files 
oxantation and which are not directly related to the game. It does not capture personal 
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cre Pel BF 2142 delivers ads by region. The advertising system uses a player's 
IP address to determine the region of the player, assisting to serve the 

4 appropriate ads by region and language. For instance, a player in 

ated ouisice YOU Paris might be presented with ads in French. The information col- 
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ll t seems like no matter what 
В channel you flip to, people 
Ш on TV are ganking a noob. 

For example: On South Park, 
the characters took up World 
of WarCraft. But they didn't 
play for long before a half- 
naked, über-powerful warrior 
on a killing spree stabbed 
them all to death. To stop his 
murderous rampage, the boys 
decided to forgo sleep, sun- 
light, and bathroom facilities 
far weeks in order to power- 
level their characters and take 
on the ganker themselves. 











Not to be outdone, NBC's The Office featured Call of Duty 2 in a starring role on its Oct. 5th | 
episode, in which the game was used as an office-wide teambuilding exercise. i 


Unfortunately, Jim, the new guy, was so bad at the game that he repeatedly killed his own 


team members and tried to shoot enemies with a smoke grenade. 

Elsewhere on the dial, the gaming-addicted Milorey family received a rude awakening on 
the Sept. 25th episode of ABC's reality show Wife Swap. Mom Marilyn, a chatroom-addicted 
pushover who often served her family dinner at their computers, switched places with 
Tammy Boyd, a cheerleading coach from a family of competitive overachievers. Everyone 


learned a hard lesson about not being an asshat. 


What's intriguing about the recent popularity of gaming on TV is that these shows' target 
audiences are mainstream adults, ages 18-49: that is, TV shows are changing to reflect the 
aging gamer demographic. This could also explain why broadcast portrayals of gamers 
have become more positive, with shows depicting.average Joes instead of lazy or even psy- 


chotic teenagers, as in the past. 


Sure, episode plotlines still focus mostly on gaming addiction. 
But now Hollywood has confirmed what we already knew: Pwnage 
is always funny, no matter what the context. -Lara Crigger 
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“What makes Scarlett Johansson so special is her expres- 
sion, that inflection in her voice, the way she moves, the 
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way she can go from sexy to vulnerable to cute and to 
crazy. That's the difference between good and great. 
How this relates to Gears of War is that it has that intan- 
gible difference between the controls working good and 


working great." -Epic Games Cliff “CliffyB” Bleszinksi 
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gain —Running N 7 
With Scissors ап- ) < اد‎ 1 Y 
nounced a new ver- e l5 


| versian of the game is filming, with "di- 
| rector" Uwe Boll at the helm. Part public- 


| Strikes Back, Return of the Jedi, Top Gun, | 
| Starship Troopers, and 


I mention a former Miss 





Prey for Online Distribution —The big 


fear with downloadable games is "What 
happens if the company croaks?" That 
question was answered when Triton, the 
service that handled Prey, closed up 
shop. In a rare act of goodwill, the likes 
of which you rarely see from other cam- 
panies, 3D Realms sent out hoxed copies 
to everyone who pur- 
chased the digital 


sion of Postal, which is 

due for release on the PC 

and Xbox 360 in 2008. it will use the 
Source Engine. In other news, the movie 


1 
ity stuntman, part performance artist, 


part insane; Boll has boxed with various 
journalists who've criticized his 

"movies." And he beat them all down. | 
Don't mess with the Boll.... 


Command & Conquering Hollywood — | 
Electronic Arts has mustered quite a | 
celebrity cast for Command & Conquer 3: 
Tiberium Wars. It will feature actors from 
Lost, Battlestar Galactica, The Empire 
















Wedding Crashers, not ta 


USA. Look for Tricia 
Helfer, Josh Holloway, 
Michael tronside, Billy 
Dee Williams, Grace 
Park, Ivana 

Bozilavic, 





Shauntay Hinton, 
and others you 
probably don't 
care about.... 
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Alyx Vance, Reporting—According to a 
report on NewScientist.com, software 


| called "News at Seven" (developed by 


Kristian Hammond, Nathan Nichols, and 
Sara Owsley at Northwestern University) 
generates video news bulletins pulled 


| from wire news stories and animated 


using Valve's Source Engine. It starts 
with a story, which the software edits 
into “colloquial” speech. It then pulls rel- 
evant images and video from YouTube 
and Google Video (which could produce 
some wonderful spoofing). Finally, it's 
converted from text to speech, then fed 
into Source.... 


Sins of Stardock—Galactic Civilizations i! 
developer/publisher Stardock 


f Entertainment announced that it will 


publish Ironclad Games’ Sins of a Solar 
Empire, which is already in the running 
for coolest title of 2007. This “RT4X,” as 
it's dubbed, Is due for release in August. 


| Think tactical combat, conquering, 3D 


battlefields, discovering tech, etc.... 


Two Great Tastes, Etc. —Pizza Hut is now a 
sponsor of the Cyberathlete Professional 
League, and you can order pizzas directly 


{ from the CPL website (thecpl.com/pizza- 


^ 





hut). If you're browsing CPL tournaments, 
this eliminates that extra step of having 
to type the entire Pizza Hut URL, saving 


thousands—perhaps millions—of extra 
typed letters and mouse clicks per year.... 
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Universal and Fox bail on Halo; Microsoft says it will continue with movie plans 


= 








F ariety reported that it's “game over” for Universal апа Fox's participation in the Peter 
АЁ Jackson-produced movie version of Halo. (Yes, Variety literally said this. Clever, very 
W clever) The two movie studios were going to co-finance the movie. 

Depending on which side you believe, there were either budget issues or creative ones. 
Variety reported on rumors of a $200 million budget, but reps for executive producer 
Jackson and his partner, Fran Walsh, denied that figure. Other rumors had to do with peo- 
ple's expressing concern over the inexperience of first-time director Neil Blomkamp. Others 
say Microsoft just wanted too much money. 

Microsoft issued an officia! response, talking about boring financial deals, renegotiations, 
and so forth. According to that statement, "The Halo franchise is hugely popular, and our 
goal remains the same—to fInd a partner that shares our passion and will creatively collab- 
orate with us to best represent the story and spirit of the Halo franchise." 

Bungie's Frank O'Conner made a blog post that said the same thing. "The reality here at 
Bungie towers is a feeling of optimism, satisfaction and happiness for reasons we can't go 
into. Frankly we're interested in making the best movie, and it's possible that a partner 
whos more concerned with numbers might not be the best partner for what's more vitally a 
creative process. Zing! 

Good thing Microsoft—which asked for $5 million up front and 10% of the box office be- 
fore signing over the rights to make the movie in the first place—-isn't concerned about 
numbers. At least, it wasn't for a couple of weeks, at which point the company announced 
that production was postponed. “While it will undoubtedly take a little longer for Halo to 


reach the blg screen,’ the statement read, “we are confident that the final feature film will be 
well worth the wait” -Steve Bauman 
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"Men are born for games. Nothing else. Every child knows that play is 
nobler than work.... In such games as have for their stake the annihi- 
lation of the defeated, the decisions are quite clear. [The loser] is 
thereby removed from existence. This is the nature of war, whose 
stake is at once the game and the authority and tho justification. 
Seen 50, war is the truest form of divination, It is the testing of one's 
will and th 


binds them is therefore forced to select. War is the ultimate game be- 


! will of another within that larger will which because it 
cause war із at last a forcing of the unity of existence. War is god." 
—Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian 
р lowing up robot armies may not sound all that intellec- 
£. tual, but Supreme Commander is what nebbishes mean 
aucun |, P by “hard sci-fi" The spiritual successor in every way that 
matters to Chris Taylor's 1997 game Total Annihilation, 
Supreme Commander revels in physics. 

Its two resources are called “mass” and “energy, which 
Taylor, now the CEO of Supreme Commander developer 
Gas Powered Games, says is quite deliberate. The third 
factor of Einstein's famous theorem, the speed of light, 
is also represented, both metaphorically through the 
game's tredemark zoom capabilities and indirectly 
through the passage of time itself. Time is a key re- 
source in any arms war, and Supreme Commander is 
more or less the apotheosis of arms wars. Endgame 
super-units take factories aided by flotillas of engineers 
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upwards of 10-15 minutes to complete. And its as time 
passes and their technologies evolve that the tech 
paths of the three factions, the old-school human UEF, 
the cyborg-netic Cybrans, and the mystically far-out 
Aeon, progressively diverge. 

"In general terms; Taylor notes, "each side starts out 
with units that have a lot in common but aren't exactly 
the same across the board. By the time the player 
reaches Tech 4, or what we call ‘experimental, the units 
are completely unique” It's part of an overriding design 
philosophy that Taylor explains is simple at heart. “I 
think it's fair to say that most RTS games really empha- 
size tactics, he says. "But when 1 sat down to design 
Supreme Commander, | really wanted to go in the other 
direction, and emphasize strategy. To give the player 
more choices between units, more assault methods, 
better control of his units, really, really huge maps, fight- 
ing with really, really huge armies, crazy-big units” 


Size matters in Supreme 

C omimeaticder. Опе of the game's tricks is al- 
lowing players to zoom way up close to fill their screen 
with the tiniest marks of carbon scoring on the poste- 
rior of a single engineer unit, or all the way out to an or- 
bital view of myriad engagements involving thousands 
of units unfolding majestically across dozens of conti- 








nents, all without a smidgen of delay. Granted, it's Gas 
Powered's high-end display rig footing the bill, but 
Taylor points out that the game's engine has been built 
from the ground up and optimized to allow for this fea- 
ture, all through a dauntingly complex-sounding tor- 
ture involving "months and months of painstaking com- 
putations.” 

It's an elegant effect, especially the first time you see 
it. You mouse-wheel out to a certain horizon, and mas- 
sive armies subtly blip into clusters of diamond-shaped 
icons, and fierce battles and nuclear explosions gradu- 
ally dissolve into bruised thunderheads across the ріап- 
etscape like leaves shifting in a million spangles. The 
whole zoom thing is generally regarded as an after- 
thought in most RTS games, but Taylor sees the me- 
chanic as nothing less than the cornerstone of any vi- 
able battle strategy. 

"The higgest units in the game are so humongous, 
they crush smaller ones as they go,” says Taylor. "That's 
how objects of different mass interact in the real world. 
But a ship so big it can transport transports would fill 
your monitor screen, which isn't ideal for making high- 
level deployment decisions." 

Taylor has a point, even if, zoomed all the way out, 
the huge units he's talking about are reduced to fly- 
specks. Conceivably the entire game could be played 


from this God's-eye perspective: all battle orders issued 
with keystrokes, all troop movements and build orders 
conducted without ever resorting to zooming. The 
higher your perch, the better your view and analysis, al- 
though it seems highly unlikely that many players 
would prefer playing at such a lofty, abstract remove. 
They'd miss out on the payoffs Supreme Commander's 
engine was designed at great expense to showcase. 

The name of the game itself directly alludes to alti- 
tude, survey, issuing orders from on high. "Depth'is a 
term widely used to describe strategy games of quality, 
but Taylor makes a good case for the notion that true 
strategy is synonymous with height (or, as H.G. Wells af- 
fectionately referred to it, "the First Dimension"). 

Like its predecessor, Supreme Commander is a big 
game. it takes a spy plane nearly 10 minutes to diago- 
nally traverse one of the 40 multiplayer maps. 


«online com 33 


Е 
x 
€ v P - 
Е с 
a E 1 
д 
E z 
- Й 
s LI d 
> EI Е 
n Fa ` X 
B e т Pg o 
^ a * . 
- is pe web — - =. ойе - 
a Ree ee ee جد سے سے ست‎ - 
























ee — Pa€ 














34 Computer Games | January 2007 















mh m ete nets: 


енер DINER AO نوو‎ e 


OFS AWM in 7 would have been like 
this if the capabilities of today’s physics engines and 
graphic accelerators had been available a decade age. 
That Atari elected to sit on the rights to the Тш! 
Annihilation name doesn't especially trouble Taylor. 
Supreme Commander, he points out, is the more accu- 
rate title, since total annihilation represented only a sin- 
gle play-style. 

Massive casualties, oceanic blast radii, and vast dis- 
tances are givens, making games like publisher THQ's 
other recent RTS hit Company of Heroes look quaintly 
scaled in comparison. That all those casualties are me- 
chanical doesn't take the sting out of watching them 
get vaporized. Your units are only extensions of yourself, 
after all, Though expensive, hero units in most games 


are more or less designed to be sacrificed at the most 


‘Ome of the chief fraught moment, as costly distractions. 
But in Taylor's titles, you and your opponents start 
design Goals was with... just yourselves. Bloodless as the fighting gets, 
your commander' death is for keeps. Scattered tribes 
to minimize tedious start on islands with nothing, slowly evolving to higher 


forms by virtue of their ability to master the elements 
micramanagemen t and their environment, eventually coming into contact 
with each other and overcoming in ever more destruc- 
tive theaters of battle until only the strongest, luckiest, 
or most cunning tribe remains. What game better sums 
up human history? 


wherever possible." 
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Brackman's reluctance as "unlikely to result 
à in galactic civil war for at least a few years.” 
| in 2666, Cybran colonists in Procyon 
zx | apply for independence. The Empire swiftly 
responds by sending troops intended to 
"maintain order” and "kill whiners.” 
Ensuing galaxy-wide riots by enraged 
Cybran rebels are short-lived, as Brackman's 
loyalty failsafe kicks in, ending the revolu- 
tion. Meanwhile, a small contingent of 
Cybran renegades led by Brackman himself 
manage to escape and eventually found an 
empire of their own, planning to return 
someday and liberate their brethren. Not to 
be outdone, the Earth Empire cancels 
Brackman's funding. 


The mandatory backstory to Supreme Commander's "Infinite War" that every genre wonk 
needs to know 


tal cryogenic colony-ship that was launched 
in 2007 and will reach its destination of lo 
three centuries later, to little fanfare. 

By 2055, chimpanzees are being success- 
fully tunneled to Mars, fulfilling Galileo's 
dying wish. Within 60 years, Earth is united 
under a single government modestly re- 
named the Earth Empire, which proceeds to 
spread like a virus across thousands of alien 


rf ince Total Annihilation apparently did- 
—.J n't offer enough in the way of "motiva- 
tion" or “plot,” creator Chris Taylor prom- 
ises that Supreme Commander will dellver 
overlapping, plot-point-splattered three-act 
story arcs as elegant as aircraft carriers. 
Thanks to the handy guide that follows, 
you'll never ask "why" again. 





The Time: 2025 ("The Information Age") 
The Place: Earth (“The poor man's Venus") 
Significant breakthroughs in quantum 
physics enable scientists to teleport a ce- 
sium atom through a 10-foot-long "quan- 
tum tunnel" in a U.S. laboratory. Skeptics 
and Luddites glumly charge that using ce- 
sium is "cheating." Seven years later, a mil- 
ligram of iron is "tunneled" to the lunar sur- 
face via the combined output of 25 nuclear 
fission reactors. The applications for space 
travel amaze and delight 
all but the hibernat- 
ing passengers of an 
experimen- 


worlds. 

In time, the Empire's size grows unwieldy. 
Large steel exo-suits able to create au- 
tonomous military units soon become ubiq- 
ultous on planets "with issues." 

in 2592, the first computer Al 15 success- 
fully implanted into a human brain by Dr. 
Gustaf Brackman, creating the cybernetic 
Symbiont or "Cybran." Cybrans are immedi- 
ately embraced by humans everywhere for 
their unfailing capacity to perform menial 
chores. Brackman reluctantly rigs his cre- 
ations with a secret "loyalty" subroutine 
that prevents them from ever rising up 
against their tyrannical 
human overlords. A prof- a 
itable Empire think 
tank describes 


— ————— Lam 


Meanwhile, Empire Commander Trent 
Smith makes contact with benign, peace- 
loving aliens on the planet Seraphim ll. A bi- 
ologist named Jane Burke claims that, by en- 
tering a trance using Seraphim methods, she 
has foreseen a future where war and 
tragedy will result in the deaths of billions. 
So Burke acts swiftly. His strategic master- 
stroke is spearheading a catastrophic suici- 
dal attack that ends in the deaths of billions, 
himself included. Before dying, Smith in- 
fects the Seraphim with a deadly biological 
virus. Calling themselves the “Aeon 
illuminate,” the embittered Seraphim sym- 
pathizers vow to cleanse the universe of all 
other human life. 

in 3256, the Empire proudly renames it- 
self the United Earth Federation and vows to 
unite all humans under its banner, by oblit- 
eration if necessary. 

Brackman, his life extended by Cybran 
technology, vows to liberate the remaining 
Cybran slaves from the Federation's yoke. 


The Place: Every world in the galaxy with 
enough gravity to fight on 

The Tinie: 3844 

Now you will end the tripartite Infinite War 
after a thousand years and restore infinite 
Peace to the universe, at least until the se- 
qual comes out. 

























One of the chief design 
90 15, according to Taylor, was to minimize 
tedious micromanagement wherever possible. 
You see this principle at work everywhere: 
Instead of your having to do a head count, your 
army's size is instantly conveyed by the thickness 
of its movement or attack arrow. After you've 
hosted a LAN game or gone online once, these 
options appear on your main menu thereafter. 

Supreme Commander is also one of the only RTS 
games that lets you reposition your UI bar to the top of 
the screen, to either side, even in the middle. At a click, 
you can change how you track your economy from how 
many resource units you have at a given time to a per- 
minute plus or minus, a delta function, or an overall 
percentile. You can start manufacturing units in groups 
of one, five, or ten the second you start creating the fac- 
tory that produces them. (It cuts both ways, though; en- 
emies can manually target still-building units, too.) 

The game's resource model seems prosaic at first 
glance. Mass extractors can only be built on a handful 
of preset locations, while energy's extractable any- 
where, Wrecks and ruins can be salvaged for their raw 
resources, And energy reactors confer efficiency bene- 
fits to factories to which they're adjacent. It's a set-up 


that encourages building tight, but doing so might 
leave your base vulnerable to nuclear attack. Perversely, 
the all-metal levels that distinguished Tota! Annihilation 
are absent here. In Taylor's view, that's because Supreme 
Commander is an entirely separate mythos, albeit one 
that also features commanders, exo-suits, lasers, and 
prospectively downloadable turret mods. 


Cammenders are customiz- 
able super -units unto themselves that 
can be fitted out with faction-specitic upgrades like 
limb implants to enable short-range nukes, personal 
shields, and cloaking devices. Support commanders can 
be constructed to help out either offensively (with 
kookily powerful energy weapons or morale bonuses) 
or back at base (automatically repairing damaged struc- 
tures and such). 
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Considering the obscenely high numbers of units in- 
volved, it comes as little surprise that streamlining troop 
movements is a cornerstone of the game's design. Unit 
transport, the bane of most RTS games to date, is one of 
Supreme Commander's most entertaining minigames. 
Transports can be issued virtually infinite queues of 
ferry points even while they're being built, along with 
intricate programs that'll assign them to automatically 
hover around factories of various types you can "chain: 
The resulting units they pump aut will be picked up by 
local transports as soon as they're completed until no 
room remains, then dropped off at various preset loca- 
tions before the transports return to perform another 
full circuit, keeping your front lines constantly supplied. 
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Can a 2v2 Game with Chris Taylor as your ally be exciting when your flight m in 90 minutes? The short 
answer: No. For the long version, read on 








ince the only legitimate slam against Total 

J Annihilation was Its phoned-in single-player 
experience, Gas Powered Games was extremely 
eager to show off the Dostayevskyan verisimilitude 
of Supreme Commander's three faction-specific | 
story campaigns. 

However, my repeated efforts to rush through a 
frenetically paced escort mission with a time limit 
involving an airdrop wound up frittering away 


` much of the morning. Besides, І just can't take seri- 


ously a fight against an uncaring, deliberately 
dumb automaton opponent—it teaches bad habits 
for online play, the only kind that matters. So, with 
the dock dangerously ticking, It was agreed to set 
up a 2v2 match and hope that the naturally bitter 
three-way rivalry amang CEOs, journalists, and PR 
types would yleld a sidehar fot the ages. 

Thanks to my incampetence on the escort mis- 
sion and day-long proto-s!mian efforts at wrapping 
my brain around the whole dual-monitor thing, 
Chris Taylor was subjected to serving as my canvinc- 
ingly enthusiastic ally, while THQ's Craig Mitchell 
palred up wlth Gas Powered's Paul Levy, who smil- 
ingly claimed to be terrible. Mitchell and 1 both had 
to be on planes in two hours, so we went with a rel- 
atively small, pizza-slice map the color of blood, 
which featured lots of resources in a central gorge 
rimmed by black crags guarded by neutral miners. 
Since | lacked the patience for learning the sub- 
tleties of Cybran stealth technology, since there was 
no water, and since | kinda remembered something 
about the UEF super-unit helng a battleship, | went 
with the Aeon. Plus, thelr stuff's shiny and Orkian. 

Sixty seconds іп and, to no ane’s surprise, Levy 
and Mitchell were already ganging up on Chris, 
writing me off as little mare than a braln-dead old- 
lady observer. Mitchell methodically shelled 
Taylor's base, realausly guarding his artillery with 
a moblle shield generator, while Levy air-dropped 
tanks behind Chris's defenses, after having lost a 
few units unexpectedly to the neutrals en route. 

Taylor, forced to fend off invasions on multiple 
fronts, built tiered defanses and kept manking out 
Tech 2 units, Meanwhile, | dumsily tried to capture 
one of Levy's mines. But artillery enclosing his 
ground factory pounded my Level 1 units to shreds, 
forcing me to retreat, To my surprised delight, Levy 
gave chase, taking heavy casualties from a cadre of 
turrets my engineers had been auto-constructing 
just northwest of his main base. 

Playing WarCraft and Company of Heroes makes 





you forget two things specific to Taylor's ATS 
games: the extreme range of certain units and aa 
extreme tolerance for taking casualties, which is 
my weakness as a player. Hf you don't have units 
fighting or moving to fight somewhere in Supreme 
Commander at any given moment, you're losing. 
My steady bombing assault on Levy's buildings for 
over 10 minutes had little effect, but doing noth- 
ing would have left him much more pawerful. 
Soon a pregnant silence filled the room: the 
stiliness of grown men tech-ing on a tight schedule. 
Mitchell, it developed, had na ground forces at 
all. He'd sped right to nukes, with which he now 
proceeded to bombard Taylor's base unceasingly. 
Taylor had disdained making antinudear defenses, 
apparently Intending to chomp his way forward 
with a large ground invasion that took longer to 
muster or fell, to Levy. Or maybe he was waiting to 
exploit Mitchell's occasional reckless tendescy to 
bring his Commander to the front, resulting ia his 
nearly losing it at least twice to Taylor s wildly strat 
ing enfilades of bambers. (My Commander, at this 
point, was well hidden off in a comer of the map.) 
just as Mitchall’s nukes finished pulverizing 
Taylor's base, | managed to finish my experimental 
Gar unit and began guiding the massive silver 
doughnut toward Levy s defenses. The buik of his 
forces were on their way to finish off Taylor when! 
got the Cat into his main base and disgorged the 
army of tanks and missile launchers aboard. | met 
little resistance, except for Levy's Commander, 
which made a break for the center. { gave chase 
and finished him off in a blinding cataclysm that 
wounded my Czar just before Mitchell's next auke 
finished the job, sending my Gar crashing. down to 
jut from the obsidian like 3 battered wedge af 
polar moon. Yet another nuke took out mast of my 
base, but he couldn't find my Commander. —— 
Mitchell and | were now wretchedly late for our 
flights back to LA, and the match was generously 
christened a "draw." Had I been Cybran, | could've 
doaked and teleported my Commander undetected 
all tha way down to his 
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a shot at mutual destruction. Hell, Р &nownhis 
nuke was headed for my Czar; If t hadn't hada | 
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"Expect RTS games with ICIO-mornior 


support somewhere down he line. 


Taylor proceeds to give a demonstration of the sys- 
tem by cheating into existence a good 70 stick-shaped 
flying transports and assigning them to airdrop a newly 
created mob of 500 assault tanks all the way across the 
map. For the first 15 seconds, chaos reigns, with a grid- 
lock of jostling ships obviously overwhelmed by collect- 
ing so Many potential passengers at once. But soon it 
becomes evident that they're just impatient; their 
would-be units steadily arrive and get sucked aboard. 
The numbers quickly thin, and the ships start roaring 
back and forth out of frame in feverishly twirling 
swarms. This being one of the smaller maps (it's called 
Syrtis Major), the entire process takes under two min- 
utes. Taylor says such experiments will be available to 
players in a sandbox mode expected to be download- 
able soon after release. 

Much attention was also lavished on the Al, espe- 
cially in the construction of personality "phenotypes" 
that are so specialized, Taylor says you'll be able to 
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program your own to convincingly emulate the play- 
styles of real-life friends and enemies. He demon- 
strates by cross-indexing various settings that regulate 
the most common strategies, like periodic rushes or a 
heavy reliance on air units. You can create an anal-re- 
tentive, lactose-intolerant fast-techer with a soft spot 
for nukes. Or a schizophrenic madman. Or Jack 
Thompson. 


Gach of the three factions will 
have its own single-player campaign, with the biggest 
differences revealed in the nature of the outcome (and 
sorta cosmetic). Taylor's rough estimate of the mission 
times breaks down to at least 12 hours minimum per 
campaign, apprenticeship period not included. Players 
will even be able to go through the campaigns cooper- 
atively as supreme co-commanders, and their efforts 
can be streamed, recorded, and downloaded as view- 
able replays. 
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The game's storyline centers on clashing ideologies. 
Taylor admits to being heavily influenced by Blade 
Runner and Robert Heinlein, along with Isaac Asimov's 
Foundation series and its take on "psychohistory/ the 
presumably fictitious, not quite fail-safe method of pre- 
dicting the rise and fall of galactic empires by calculator, 

Not that you'll need a calculator to follow Supreme 
Commanders plot. The causes of the tripartite strife in 
Supreme Commander can be (deliberately) summed up 
in ringing verbs: "Unite!" “Liberate!” “Cleanse!” (Taylor's 
something of a word-bird, and is in fact jubilantly spear- 
heading a one-man grassroots campaign to make "taco" 
catch on, specifically as an adjective connoting thought- 
ful admiration. i.e., "That Monkey Lord is pretty taco.’) 


AS PASSIONATE as he is about Supreme 
Commander, Taylor believes that the greatest games 
ever are still years off—although not many, with tech- 
nology developing at its meteoric rate. “Parallelism has 
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по limits,“ he says. “The day when every pixel on а 
screen will have its own microprocessor is coming. 
We're still only in the early stages; the changes are com- 
ing faster and faster" In other words, expect RTS games 
with 100-monitor support somewhere down the line. 

! suggest to Taylor that Supreme Commanders zoom- 
ing cosmically in and out is vaguely analogous to the 
ongoing effort by theoretical physicists to find a "unified 
theory" of the universe: laws that would reconcile the os- 
tensibly contradictory laws of motion and activity that 
govern the behavior of crazily big stuff like black holes 
with those that govern crazily tiny particles like neutri- 
nos. | ask him if his greatest ambition is eventually to 
produce a game where a player will be able to zoom all 
the way in to the subatomic level, then out to the edges 
of the known universe with a single mouse-wheel click, 
and Taylor admits this is indeed his dearest hope, 

"Just so long as ! don't die on the day it goes gold,’ he 
says. "That would be a gyp. 8 
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Gothic 3 


Gothic 3 provides a living world where the players can 
freely choose the way they want to play; whether ex- 

ploring the world and enjoying its rich and enchanted 
atmosphere or following a darker path, and even ulti- 


mately destroying it. 
$ 49-9? 


Savage 2: A Tortured Soul 

Return to the fantasy realm of Newerth to continue 
the epic battle of Savage. As in the original, the game 
combines traditional RTS play with fast action combat 


in a multiplayer environment. 
$49.29 


Hellgate: London 

Players are thrust into a desolate city scorched by hell- 
fire where the survivors meld science and sorcery to 
gain a foothold against the minions of darkness and 


save the bloodline of humanity. 
759-99 
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Sudden Strike 3: Arms for Victory 

Sudden Strike 3: Arms for Victory will simulate joint op- 
eration of ground, naval and air forces on vast areas. 
New user interface paradigm will allow player to control 
these forces avoiding unnecessary micro- management, 
while allowing controlling individual units manually. 


3549-9? 


Sparta: Ancient Wars 

In more than 30 diversified and wide missions Sparta: 
Ancient Wars tells a bold and tense storyline, with 
three campaigns from different perceptions that in- 
clude martial conflicts, diplomatic maneuvers and fa- 
miliar tragedies to tell of the rise and fall of legendary 


races and mighty heroes. 
549-9? 


Sherlock Holmes: The Awakened 
Discover the adventures of Sherlock Holmes with a 
gripping atmosphere, delivered in a thoroughly inten- 
sive and wholly immersive real-time 3D world. 


$3 9.9? 


ps I. p» E 
| 
All images for display purposes only · Prices subject to change | 
EB. m | 
N 
Star Trek: Legacy Two Worlds | 
Players become the Admiral of a task force of warships Two Worlds combines the extremely dynamic and so- 
and must lead their fleet to victory in large-scale bat- phisticated combat system with the meaning and free- 
tles. As the Admiral of the Fleet you choose the ships, dom of exploration. It also delivers a strong, non-linear 
equipment, and captains that you will lead into battle. storyline, mind blowing graphics, and stunning com- 
$59 99 bat sequences. 
559.99 
TimeShift Turok 
TimeShift empowers players with the gift of time ma- Turok is an epic, story-driven FPS game set ona dark, | 
nipulation, including the abllity to slow down, stop mysterious planet in the near future. Players take on 
and rewind the world around them, allowing them to the role of Joseph Turok, a former Black Ops com- 
move freely while opponents and game objects are mando, now pait of an elite Special Forces squad on a 
frozen in time. mission to take down a war criminal on a genetically- 
$5 9:99 altered planet. 
$ 59.99 
Intec 9.2" TFT Screen Haze 
Take your Xbox 360 experience to the next level with T 
Intec's monster 9.2" TFT screen! Designed and cus- argeting mature gamers, Haze aims to feature difficult 
tomized to fit the new Xbox 360, this screen provides HAZE re choices da moral dilemmas, tapping into 
top-of-the-line graphics and sound in one compact unit. Ir rational and emotional instincts, 
$ 99 $ .99 
199 W 59 
T Ce cdd.  —- ma j 
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F.E.A.R. 


F.E.A.R."' (First Encounter Assault Recon) is a paranor- 
mal action thriller presented entirely in first-person. An 
unprecedented adrenaline rush of close quarters com- 
bat seamlessly melded with the spine-tingling, shock- 
ing intensity of the paranormal unknown. 


559.99 
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Sonic the Hedgehog 

The most intense, high velocity Sonic adventure yet! 
Featuring interactive 3D environments, a large cast of 
new and returning characters, and a blistering sense of 


speed. 
559.99 





Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six Vegas 

Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six Vegas is the fifth title in the 
Rainbow Six series, and pits players against terrorists 
who have taken the city of Vegas hostage. 


$59.99 
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Disney's Chicken Little: Ace in Action 
Chicken Little: Ace in Action features Ace, the super- 
hero alter ego of Chicken Little, and the Hollywood 
versions of hls misfit band of friends: Runt, Abby and 
Fish-Out-of-Water, The crew faces off against Foxy Loxy 
and her evil Amazonian sidekick, Goosey Loosey, who 


have an evil plan to take over Earth. 
$39-?? 





Call of Duty 3 


in Call of Duty 3, get closer than ever to the fury of 
combat as an Allied soldier in World War 15 most har- 
rowing military operation, the Normandy Breakout 
Campaign. Melee combat and destructible cover bring — : 
you face-to-face with German forces. 

559-59 j 


Oblivion: Morrowind 

The fourth chapter in the Elder Scrolis series takes the 
game to new levels with gameplay and graphical en- 
hancements, and features over 200 hours of play time. 
The Р53 version includes an additional race, the 


Knights of the Nine. 
$ 59-99 | 


Ridge Racer 7 

With a new platform comes new territory as RR? prom- 
ises ta reinvent itself, allowing players to choose from 
40 different machines and over 20 courses, With re 
versed courses, the total grows to 40, most in the se- 


ries ever! 
5B ©?” 


Legend of Zelda: Twilight Princess 

When an evil darkness enshrouds the land of Hyrule, à 
young farm boy named Link must awaken the hera - 
and the animal -- within, Besides his trusty sword and 
shield. Link will use his bow and arraws by aiming with 
the Wii Remote controller, fight while on horseback 
and use a wealth of ather items, both new and olu. 


$ 49-9 
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=e Marvel: Ultimate Alliance 
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icr In this superhero-filled action-RPG, players assume the 
der roles of more than 20 Marvel Super Heroes including 
Spiderman, Wolverine, Blade and Captain America, and 
through their actions determine the fate of both 


planet Earth and the Marvel universe, 
$ 49-99 


Metal Slug Anthology 
The Metal Slug Anthology tor Nintendo Wii includes 
SEVEN games: Metal Slug, Metal Slug 2, Metal Slug X, 
Metal Slug 3. Мега! Slug 4. Metal Siug 5, and for tne 
first time in the anthology, Metal Slug 6! 

53 9:99 





Fry Cry Vengeance Call of Duty 3 
As Jack Carver, use the Wii Remote to drive, shoot, eng Gury In Call of Duty 3, get closer than ever to the fury of 
slash, jump and climb your way through a rebel-in- EUT uo combat as an Allied soldier in World War I's mast har- 


rowing military operation, the Normandy Breakout 
Campaign. Melee combut and destructibie cover bring 
you face-to-face with German forces, 

49 


d 


fested tropical hell. Includes elements from Far Cry 
Instincts Evolution, in addition to a fresh storyline, new 


maps, characters and equipment. 
$49-99 
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Blitz: The League Overtime 

Midway goes behind the scenes to bring you lifestyles, 
controversy, and the nitty-gritty real world of pro foot- 
ball players. Blitz: The League exposes the harsh and 
troubling, behind-the-scenes stories of a fictional pro- 


fessional football league. 
$39.99 

















The Warriors 

In The Warriors, you'll play as the leader of a gang that 
is struggling to regain control of the streets of New 
York. The Warriors must fight for their lives and learn 
the meaning of loyalty as danger and uncertainty 


emerges from the city night. 
$39.99 
Call of Duty 3 


Call of Duty 3 brings players closer to the fury of com- 
bat as they fight through the Normandy Breakout in a 
unique shooting adventure for PSP that shows a sec- 
ond side to the events in the console game. Also fea- 


tured is 4-player multiplayer. 
39-95 
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Pocket Racers 


in Pocket Racers, an evil Nemesis has crashed a party 
by summoning dark sorcery and turning all the guests 
into tiny cars - and placing them in an ongoing race 


for their souls. 
$ 1 9-99 





Shinobido Homura 

Shinobido Homura is fairly faithful in its interpretation 
of Japanese culture and lore. So while it may not have 
giant enemy crabs, you may be able to attack weak 
points for some massive damage. The game features 
30 playable characters, a wi-fi multiplayer mode and 


even a level editor. 
$ 49 99 





Winning Eleven: 
Pro Evolution Soccer 2007 
Features updated gameplay that makes the action 
faster, shots on goal easier to control, and teammates 
and opponents more real to life. The game also in- 
cludes new and updated modes of play. 

549-?? 

P4 






























The Shield 

The award-winning TV show about cops crossing the 
line ignites in videogame form In The Shield. As Vic 
Mackey, players will brawl in the streets with dealers, 
engage in gun battles with thugs, and play politics 


back in the office. 
$29.99 


Winning Eleven: 
Pro Evolution Soccer 2007 


2007's entry in Konami's massively popular soccer sim. 
The game features updated gameplay that makes the 
action faster, shots on goal easier to control, and team- 
mates and opponents more real to life. The game also 
includes new and updated modes of play. 


$ 49:?? 
Rogue Galaxy 


Jaster dreams of exploring the galaxy. іп a sudden turn 
of fate, he is recruited into a band of space pirates in à 
race to find a legendary planet that holds the key to 
the greatest treasures; all while facing countless bat- 
tles in an adventure of a lifetime. 

$ 3 9.99 
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Ghost Rider 


Ghost Rider drops players into the role of Johnny 
Blaze, a celebrity motorcycle stunt rider who is trans- 
formed into a Super Hero with powers. Ghost Rider 
wil! engage gamers in an immersive, supernatural 
third person world with a seamless blend of hand-to- 
hand combat and high-speed motorcycle action. 


$39.99 
God of War Il 


In God of War Il, Kratos sits atop his Olympus throne, 
as the new God of War - far more ruthless than Ares 
ever was. God of War II sets an epic stage for a devas- 
tating mythological war to end all wars. 

549.9? 
Legend of the Dragon 
Based on the animated TV series. Legend of the 
Dragon Is a third person action game with RPG com- 
ponents, which features fantastic martial arts move- 


ments from the TV series. Twins fall on opposite sides 
of good and evil and use magic bracelets to change 


into half-man, half-beasts. 
$ 99 
29? | 
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Legend of Zelda Twilight Princess 
When an evil darkness enshrouds the land of Hyrule, a 
young farm boy named Link must awaken the hero – 
and the animal - within. When link travels to the 
Twilight Realm, he transforms into a wolf and must 
scour the land with the help of a mysterious girl 
named Midna. 

49° 
Family Guy 
Family Guy is a action/adventure game focusing on 


the lovable oaf Peter Griffin, his world domination-ob- 
sessed son Stewie and their talking, martini-drinking 


dog, Brian. 
$ 39-99 








Rayman: Raving Rabbids 
This new Rayman game features the funniest, zaniest, 
wackiest antics ever when the world of Rayman is 
threatened by a devastating invasion of demonic rab- 
bits! With the help of magical creatures, Rayman must 
battle to save his world from the bunnies. 

529-99 
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Zatch Bell!: Mamodo Fury 

Based off the Zatch Bell anime, this fighter features 
four-player action, but can be enjoyed by single play- 
ers through its story mode. Zatch, Tio and other char- 
acters from the show are selectable and feature in dia- 


logue sequences. 
539-9 


Backyard Basketball 2007 


Hit the court with NBÀ superstar Paul Pierce and other 
basketball heroes as kids —LeBron James, Shaquille 
O'Neal, Allen Iverson, Dwyane Wade, Tracy McGrady, 


Yao Ming, and more. 
3:2 9-29 


Unlimited Rechargeable 


Wireless Controller 

Low or dead battery? Plug in link cable & continue 
gaming! Save hundreds of dollars in batteries! 
Operation frequency: 2.4 Ghz. Play up to 30 ft. away! 


529-55 
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Rayman: Raving Rabbids 
This new Rayman game features the funniest, zaniest, 
wackiest antícs ever when the world of Rayman is 
threatened by a devastating invasion of demonic rab- 
bits! With the help of magical creatures, Rayman must 
battle to save his world from the bunnies. 

5:29? 


The Shield 

The award-winning TV show about cops crossing the 
line ignites in videogame form in The Shield. As Vic 
Mackey, players will brawl in the streets with dealers, 
engage In gun battles with thugs, and play politics 


back in the office. 
329-95 
Fuel 


Eyer wondered what a racing game on foot mixed 
with vehicular racing is like? That's exactly what you do 
in Dreamcatcher's Fuel. Fuel has one focus beyond 
anything else: allow you to maximize the potentials of 


а racing experience. 
$ 19-5 
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Superman Returns: The Videogame 

In Superman Returns: The Videogame, you expiore and 
protect the truly living city of Metropolis - one that is 
nat only expansive (with 30 sq miles and over 9,000 
buildings), but also changes dynamically with you as 
you affect gameplay. 


FPS Master Controller 

Designed for next-gen first person shooters. Featuring 
symmetrical left and right analog sticks, rubber grips, 
easily programmable buttons and ergonomic shape, 
for up to 3 players. Gives more control and comfort. 


$4 9-39 


Freaks Pad: Alien 

Bred from a Biohazard різпет to infiltrate and invade 
unknowing galaxies and planets. Analog Thumbstichs, 
6 Analog pressure sensitive controls, Menu Navigation 
Buttons, 8 Way Directional Pad, Quai Vibration 
Feedback Motors, and Expansion Slots for peripherals. 


529-99 
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Haven't we been down this road before? Neverwinter Nights 2 оч the formula of its 5 predecesspy 
delivering a very good but not great D&D epic with a so-so campaign BY BRETT TODD 


RATING ж ж Жс! GENRE Epic RPGing DEVELOPER Obsidian Entertainment PUBLISHER Atari ESRB Teen REQUIREMENTS 2.2GHz CPU; 512MB RAM 


n many ways, Neverwinter Nights 2 is the 

love child of its predecessor and Knights 
L of the Old Republic. Obsidian 
Entertainment has spliced together these 
very different RPGs and created a game 
that looks and sounds like a postmodern 
Dungeons & Dragons epic but feels more 
like those claustrophobic, console-friendly 
games set in the galaxy far, far away. This 
mix of design philosophies works more 
often than not. But the game that could be 
called "Neverwinter Nights of the Old 
Republic" never fully realizes its promise, 
owing to campaign flaws, a few technical 
issues, and demanding system require- 
ments. 
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“The game that could be called ‘Neverwinter 
Nights of the Old Republic’ never fully realizes 


its promise.” 


Perhaps the biggest problem is that 
Obsidian has imported many features that 
were issues with both the original 
Neverwinter Nights and the Knights of the 
Old Republic series. (That isn't a surprise, 
since Obsidian developed that game's se- 
quel.) Take the campaign. Yes, the single- 
player story here is superior to the yawner 
that BioWare included with the first game 
back in 2003. It's geared for 1-4 players, so 


its multiplayer-friendly out of the box. It's 
also a good 50 hours long. And there is 
rarely a crate or a chest to be unlocked, al- 
though locations are strewn with so many 
inaccessible crates that the developers have 
to be making fun of the previous game's 
lame campaign. 

But this story still isn't all that good. The 
tale about arcane relics and a mysterious 
King of Shadows and his minions exhum- 
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[above] This guy is kind of spooky, 1f you can get 
past the blatant ripoff of Darth Sidious. 

[top] Lizardfolk. Chances are you've seen these guys 
before—like in every D&D game ever made. 


m ARR 


ing an army of the undead along the Sword 
Coast unfurls slowly and is loaded with fan & > 
tasy clichés (including a baddie whos ini- 
tially played up like a straight rip of holo- 
graphic Darth Sidious from Star Wars). It's 
also told with head-scratching cutscenes 
that build more confusion than dramatic 
tension. 

How blah is it? You start off with a vil- 
lage carnival, then proceed to swamps, 
dungeons, caves, and city streets where 
you battle Duergar, Lizardfolk {apparently 
the plain old Gygaxian "lizardmen" isn't po- 


litically correct enough for postmodern whose minions include some truly creepy 
D&D), Orcs, Thugs, Skeletons, and Zombies. evil priests with masks reminiscent of 
Ho-hum. The story eventually picks up in a those worn by the Sith Lords in Knights of 
big way once you get into the second act, the Old Republic If) 

but you still have to wade through well Quests include a fair number of deriva- 
over a dozen hours of been-there, done- tive FedEx assignments, such as yet an- 
that. At least you level up quickly and other cover of the old “Help me find my lost 
eventually reach a cool pay-off. (it involves holy symbol" number, and a little too much 
an extra-planar mystery and a Big Bad hacking and slashing in spots. Still, some of 
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the individual quests 
are memorable, and 
most of them are in- 
volving. Joining the 
Neverwinter city 
watch, for example, 
involves multiple ob- 
jectives that take hours to finish. There's a 
murder trial with an incredible number of 
dialogue choices that keep you on the 
edge of your seat. Many get you involved 
with your allies, forcing you to interact with 
them and make use of the new NPC influ- 
ence system to maintain their loyalty. 

At the same time, the campaign feels 
overly scripted. It's written well, with many 
witty conversations and exchanges be- 
tween party members (although some of it 
is so over-the-top that you want to murder 
a few companions, most notably the whiny 
rogue Neeshka and the flamboyant bard 
Grobnar). But unlike Baldur's Gate Il, you 
never get the sense that you're the main 
player in a cataclysmic struggle. 

And, as in Knights of the Old Republic Il, 
conversations drag on unnecessarily in 
cutscenes. This is a big change from the 
first Neverwinter Nights, where dialogue 
was typically conducted in boxes on the 
main screen and tended to be clipped, 
catchy, and acerbic. Here a lot of dialogue 
takes place in close-ups filled with ponder- 
ous flipping back and forth between talk- 
ing heads flapping their gums. This is one 
of those windy RPGs that always use a 
thousand words to tell à hundred-word 
story. 
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Battles feature по shortage of special effects, from flaming maces to glowing mages. 


Some positive changes have been im- 
ported from Knights of the Old Republic, 
however. Weapons, magical items, and 
other goodies can now be created on spe- 
cial workbenches, giving you the ability to 
custom-craft equipment. More notably, 
Neverwinter Nights 2 borrows the party sys- 
tem from the Kniahts of the Old Republic 
games. Instead of the cumbersome hench- 
men from the first Neverwinter Nights, here 
you get to take total control of a party of 
four adventurers. Members can be 
changed on the fly, as “spare” heroes can 
be left in hubs and swapped in and out de- 
pending on the situation. In combat, you 
can switch between guiding characters 


manually (pausing to give orders à la 
Baldur's Gate) and controlling just the main 
character and leaving everybody else to 
the Al. 

Unfortunately, leaving your buddies on 
autopilot is a sure-fire recipe for a quick trip 
to the Nine Hells, thanks to what appears 
to be attention-deficit disorder. Warrior al- 
lies typically race back and forth between 
opponents in a fight, getting in no more 
than a sword slash or two on one baddie 
before dashing off to take a couple of 
pokes at another. Spellcasters are so con- 
servative that they don't have much impact 
at all. This isn't so bad when you're facing 
run-of-the-mill ghouls or skeletons, who 









can be put down with a flash of the blade, 
but the scattered approach is suicidal 
against groups or bosses with a handful of 
tough goons. 

One nearly perfect aspect of Neverwinter 
Nights 2 is its implementation of the 3.5 edi- 
tion of Dungeons & Dragons rules. A truly 
tremendous number of rules and features 
have been included here. The game is 
loaded with character-creation choices, in- 
cluding the new Warlock core class and a 
number of new Prestige classes; several 
subraces, like the quasi-divine Aasimar and 
semi-demonic Tieflings; and tons of skills 
and feats. Also, new options like defensive 
casting have been ported from the rule- 
books to make battles more true to pen- 
and-paper D&D. 

The visual presentation is more up and 
down. The first thing you notice is that the 
interface has been revamped, and the old 
radial menus have been ditched for intu- 
itive, Windows-style pull-ups. It's all still a 
bit clunky, so you need to rely on smart- 
key shortcuts to readily access your jour- 
nal, character info sheets, and map. 
Speaking of the latter, it's gotten unwieldy 
in its new incarnation, so huge that it gets 
in the way, and obtuse when it comes to 
depicting important interior features like 
doors. 

The graphics have been overhauled with 
the all-new Electron engine and are much 
improved from the original, although 
they're lacking when it cames to such 
things as character facial detail. Still, spell 
pyrotechnics evoke oohs and aahs. The 
down-to-earth art design supplies character 
dress and buildings with a medieval au- 
thenticity far more convincing than the fan- 
tasy claptrap that makes too many games 
resemble the Frazetta artwork nerds 
painted on thelr vans in the 70s. 

The good looks come at a steep cost, 
though. The load times are lengthy, and the 





[left] Creepy mask, check. Knights of the Qld Republic li ripoff? Also check. [right] Burnin' for you. 





system requirements top those of Oblivion, 
which is a much more attractive game. 
Thankfully, you get a bit of a break here dur- 
ing combat, as the frame-rate during battles 
is quicker than it is when you're just wan- 
dering the countryside. 

Unfortunately, the camera system gets in 
the way of combat and movement, 
Neverwinter Nights 2 comes with four cam- 
era options, ranging from a free-moving 
setup you adjust manually to a close-in look 
propped right on your heels. All of them are 
awful. Not a single one gives you a happy 
medium that you can live with in all situa- 
tions. if you bring the camera low to the 
ground, you're constantly dodging in and 
around trees, walls, and buildings or flip- 
ping direction fast enough to induce mo- 
tion sickness. If you go top-down, your view 
is restricted so you can't see enemies ap- 
proaching. Even worse, while moving it, you 
frequently get locked in blackness or star- 
ing at the sky and can only escape by 
changing the camera view in the options 
menu. So you're often stuck fighting the 
camera at the same time that you're bat- 
tling monsters. 

When it comes to the toolkit and DM 
client, the jury's going to be out for some 
time, The toolkit is here, and it's certainly 
very powerful. It's also clearly more com: 
plex than the one that shipped with the 
original Neverwinter Nights. That's to be ex- 
pected, of course, given the greater graphi: 
cal complexity of Electron. As for the DM 
client, it isn't included out of the box at all. 

Neverwinter Nights 2 has enough pluses 
and a solid enough core design to make it 
compulsively playable. If the mod commu- 
nity embraces the game, it could mirror its 
predecessor and become another super- 
hit. Still, it's a shame that the game isnt à 
little bit better out of the box, especially 
considering that we've gone down this 
road before. illi 
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The Sims 2 Glamour Life Stuff 
Electronic Arts Not Rated 
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World of WarCraft 
Blizzard Entertainment ж ж Xxx se 


Company of Heroes 
THQ Kk ck ж 


The Sims 2 
Electronic Arts жж ye ж 


Paws & Claws Pet Vet 
Valusoft Not Rated 


Civilization IV 
2K Games X yr XK ж x 


LEGO Star Wars ll 
LucasArts ж жж 5 


Cars; Radiator Springs Adventutes 
THQ Not Rated 


SeaWorld Parks Tycoon 2 
Activision Not Rated 


Sims 2: Open for Business 
Electronic Arts Жжж 


Sims 2 Nightlife 
Electronic Arts ж * * з 


SimCity 4 Deluxe 
Electronic Arts x x ta 


Age of Empires ill 
Micrasoft * w x 


Sims 2: Family Fun Stuff 
Electronic Arts Not Rated 


Star Wars Empire at War 
LucasArts * ж x ж\з 


WarCraft 1! Battle Chest 
Blizzard Entertainment x XK X k Y2 


RollerCoaster Tycoon 3 Gold 
Atari ko x KYA 


Civilization IV: Warlords 
2K Games * ж x Y2 


Zoo Tycoon: Complete Collection 
Microsoft ж жж ж 


Guild Wars: Factions 
NCSoft Жжжж 


Source: NPD Group; NPD Funworld. The September list i$ 
based on units sold by more than 70 channel partners, 


representing 20% af the U.S. ratad cansumer markat. 
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Sid Meier's Railroads! isn't the 
strategy slam-dunk many hope 
for, but still delivers some solid 
entertainment BY STEVE BAUMAN 


RATING С GENRE Sid Game DEVELOPER Firaxis PUBLISHER 


2K Games ESRB Everyone REQUIREMENTS 1.4GH2 CPU; 512MB RAM 


hat's In a name? In the case of Sid 

Meier's Railroads!, its name tells you 

everything you need to know about 
this spiritual, though not literal, sequel to 
Meier's classic Railroad Tycoon. The name 
also tells you the garne is simpler and more 
direct than its predecessor. And the excla- 
mation point says it's the “extra fun and ex- 
citing" version. 

More importantly, the absence of the 
"Tycoon" portion of the name informs you 
that Railroads! is more about trains than busi- 
ness empires. Where the two PopTop-pro- 
duced, non-Sid Meier-designed Railroad 
Tycoon games were fairly serlous business 
simulations that happened to use trains as 
their industry, this is more of a model train set 
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with a bit of game on the side. You play with 
track, you play with setting up stations, you 
play with keeping Jay Gould's bulbous figure 
from taking over your railroad by buying up 
all of your outstanding shares, and you just 
take in the cute visuals. It's all very warm and 
fuzzy, closer in feel to RollerCoaster Tycoon 
than to the more serious and detailed, even 
somewhat cold PopTop games. When you're 
done picking apart every change in 
Railroads!, you're left wanting a remake of 
Railroad Tycoon 3, only with better graphics. 
This yearning only really makes sense in a 
world in which that game no longer exists— 
but it does. You can buy it today. 

Still, any serious fan of the last two 
games needs to understand this one's 
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[top] Scenes like this are reminiscent of those awe- 
some train sets people build in their basements. 
[above] Let's go to Vegas. 


changes before going in, or the disappoint- 
ment will be nearly instantaneous. For oth- 
ers, the simplification and streamlining 
aren't a bad thing. Even when you take 
these limited or shifted expectations into 
account, Railroads! is only partially success- 
ful. Since it's a Firaxis game, “partially suc- 
cessful" is still better than most people's 
best games. But that doesn't mean it isn't 
full of niggling flaws, from technical issues 
(some people experience lots of crashing) 
to some bizarre track-laying situations that 
create impossible-to manage routes. 

Or consider the visuals, which are the 






















biggest indicator of ТТС, 
the game's change д 

in focus. For years, x 
Firaxis has been 
pushing its art direc- 
tion toward the car- 
toonish, which 
makes a lot of sense; | 
even in the days of FE 
MicroProse and 
Pirates! and the orig- 
inal Civilization, Sid 
Meier's games had a 
bit of silliness in 

them. Gandhi's 
greeting you with 

"I'm backed with nu- 
clear weapons" was 
always a good one. 
(That he'd probably 
be saying that in the 
real world today is 
more depressing.) 

In the case of 
Railroads!, the colorful, 
toy-like graphics look fantastic, and they're 
a perfect match for the gameplay. It looks 
more like a model railroad simulation than 
ever, with everything exaggerated for ef- 
fect. Unfortunately, unless you're willing to 
play in the sandbox "train table" mode with 
no competition, it's all but impossible to 
make a "real" game of Railroads! look like 
anything but a mess of random steel and 
wood. Tracks run all over the maps. Giant 
bridges span continents. Tunnels go 
through entire mountain ranges. It’s more 
train wreck than train set. 

But it's easy to forget that this was also 
the case in Railroad Tycoon. One strategy 
there was to put track around your oppo- 
nents so they couldn't pass by. (It was even 
worse in Transport Tycoon.) It's unfortunate, 
but it's more of an aesthetic problem than a 
gameplay one. 

At least in the shorter scenarios. All are de- 
signed for considerably quicker play than 
previous Railroad games, which is a plus. (All 
scenarios are available in single- and multi- 
player.) Each of the major regions— 
Northeast, Midwest, Southeast, England. 
France, Germany, etc.—has small, medium, 
and large scenarios that can take anywhere 
from 15-100 years (which translates into any- 
thing from a couple of hours to those huge, 
epic games that take days to play). They have 
simple objectives, and selecting the starting 
and ending gate determines the win condi- 
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, [top] European scenarios have a different look. [above] Who doesn’t love trains? 


tions. Some of the short scenarios are incred- 
ibly difficult, because you're so rushed—ob- 
taining $20 million in value for your com- 
папу in 20 years isn't easy, regardless of the 
difficulty or number of opponents. 

A bigger issue—or a smaller one—is the 
tiny maps. As multiple people, A! or other 
players enter each world, it's a mad dash to 
fill the landscape with tracks and stations. 
Once you get 30-40 years into a scenario, 
the map is crisscrossed with tracks. The 
game's scale is highly abstracted—who 
knew Philadelphia was a rock's toss from 
Baltimore, or that a train with eight cars is 
over 25 miles long?—-and, even with the 
smaller scale, you're zoomed in so close it's 
difficult to get a sense of how far the most 
distant cities are from one another. 

You're still routing passengers, mail, and 
goods from town to town, but even for a com- 
pany like Firaxis that's committed to ahistori- 
cal “fun? having all industries available from 
the start is pretty weird. There's a demand for 
automobiles in 1830? Unfolding new technol- 


ogy over time is a hallmark of Civilization, and 
it's missed here. Offsetting this somewhat is a 
new auction system, where players can bid on 
new technologies and get a year exclusive 
on the new toys. In a close game, they can 
help put you over the edge. 

And you'll win a lot, at least against the 
Al, because it isn't the hardest game in the 
world. There's no competition with other 
players, other than in trying to eliminate 
each other. Where you once could kick the 
other ployer out of à town, now everyone 
has access to everything; it's simply a matter 
of trying to get the waiting loads of goods 
or people before anyone else. 

All of the changes make Rafroads! less of a 
strategy game than a toy with extra chal- 
lenges. It's also a toy that makes you derive 
some weird pleasure from making a perfect 
route, and from connecting a town to the rest 
of the nation before anyone else and watch- 
ing it grow into a metropolis. It's the sublime 
pleasure of fiddling with all sorts of fiddly bits 
ta turn à barren landscape into a nation. 
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STRONGHOLD LEGENDS 


Le Morte d'Arthur 





RATING * * GENRE If You Build It, They Will Attack DEVELOPER 
Firefly Studios PUBLISHER 2K Games ESRB Teen REQUIREMENTS 1.6 
GHz CPU; 512MB RAM 


"The thing about hybrid games is that they're 
| tough to pull off. Balancing the compo- 
nents is essential, and a single misstep can 
turn something compelling into a mediocre 
hash. It's a tightrope that Firefly Studios has 
carefully walked with each of its Stronghold ti- 
tles. Unfortunately, the developer's most re- 
cent entry in its castle-building/real-time 
strategy series proves that maintaining the 
proper mix is exceedingly difficult. 
Stronghold Legends follows the mytholog- 
ical exploits of King Arthur, Nibelungen 
buddies Dietrich and Siegfried, and alleged 
vampire Vlad Dracul. As in previous 
Stronghold games, you build defenses and 
defeat your enemies while keeping taxes 
low and food stocks high so that your peas- 
ants will keep the war machine grinding. 
Legends' twist is that your archers and pike- 
men now fight alongside fantasy creatures 
like ice dragons and werewolves. It's a de- 
parture from Legends' historical predeces- 
sors, and the single-player campaigns take 
advantage of the opportunity to tell these 
three intriguing tales. 
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Yet the legends overwhelm Legends. 
While campatgns in most strategy games 
are designed to teach you the basics gradu- 
ally, Legends' campaigns are about further- 
ing the narrative; there is little gameplay in- 
struction beyond a few tips from the royal 
advisor and a description of newly available 
units and buildings on the mission briefing 
screen. What's more, the introduction of 
these new items is often arbitrary. For ex- 
ample, you first acquire the iron mine in a 
mission where you must repel invaders, but 
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the mine is so far outside your castle's walls 
that it is effectively useless in achieving that 
objective. These scenarios tend to be even 
more puzzle-oriented than those of a con- 
ventional RTS, with specific, sometimes 
murky solutions that must be reached in 
order to proceed. 

Legends proves unfriendly in other areas, 
too. The tutorial teaches you only a fraction 
of the game's concepts and, at one point, 
forces you to sit and watch your peasants 
collect wood. The interface is in desperate 


[above] A dragon will only appear for a limited time but leaves fiery wreckage in its wake. [below] Your royal ad- 
visor—who sounds like Michael York meets Screech— often clashes with the décor. 








need of tool tips to make the myriad win- 
dows easier to understand and navigate. 
The lack of troop-level hotkeys makes it 
harder to command your military forces, as 
do several bugs: Double-clicking on one 
type of unit often selects all the members of 
another type; you can define groups, but 
some of your forces occasionally lose their 
binding and ignore your orders; and, de- 
spite what the manual says, you can only 
use Shift to add units to a group, not to re- 
move them. 

Legends' main problem, though, is that 
it's bland, with neither of its constituent 
parts rising to the task. The simulation as- 
pects, once the heart of the series, are con- 
fined to the sidelines. Constructing de- 
fenses is still crucial (and unwieldy when 
you're dealing with trees and other environ- 
mental obstacles, despite a 3D camera and 
an optional top-down view). But popularity 
and peasant management take such a back- 
seat to combat that they feel superfluous. 
You'd expect, then, that the RTS elements 
would be stronger, but the strategic possi- 
bilities implied by the large amount of ex- 
otic units— heroes with special powers, fac- 
tion-specific creatures, and colossal siege 
equipment—are belied by poor control, de- 
ficient pathfinding, and weak Al. Dim-witted 
raiders will often stand idly next to 
breached walls or slowly stroll by their 
countrymen being slaughtered. Formations 
are undercut by the strange way in which 
troops move to their positions, resulting in 
archers' being momentarily vulnerable on 
the front line or some poor schmuck's run- 
ning ahead by himself to be killed. There is 
no way to keep archers from firing on ene- 
mies that are in range, which can lead to a 
mauling for which you weren't yet pre- 
pared. And, while you can identify individ- 
ual units for your troops to assault, battles 
devolve into such a visual mishmash of 
friendly and enemy soldiers that it's nigh on 
impossible to target anything smaller than a 
frost giant. 

Beyond the three campaigns, solo players 
can progress through a number of pre- 
designed skirmishes, create custom skir- 
mishes, or design their own maps. Up to 
four players can partake in the multiplayer 
modes, which include Deathmatch, King of 
the Hill, Capture the Flag, and Economic 
War. None of these redeem the overall 
faults of Stronghold Legends. When the core 
gameplay is lacking, any variation on ^blah* 
comes out as “bleh.” -Justin Fletcher 





TIGER WOODS 07 


Decently unnecessary 





RATING X * GENRE Tiger Patch DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER EA Sports 
ESRB Everyone REQUIREMENTS 1.4GHz; 256MB RAM 
yo can make the argument that selling 
yearly sports games with updated rosters 
and a few gameplay improvements makes 
sense. After all, people want to play with 
their favorite team using current players, 
and if you throw in a few new wrinkles 
without screwing up the gameplay, every- 
one is sheepishly content. But it's getting 
harder to justify that approach with the 
Tiger Woods golf series. 

The 07 edition is a whole lot like the 06 one, 
only this time around you get a handful of 
graphic glitches, desktop crashes, weird 
physics, and bizarro- 
world hazard bugs. 
When it works, Tiger 
Woods 07 is still an en- 
tertaining game. But 
it's one you've been 
playing for quite 
same time now. Not 
only is this a glorified 
patch, but it's a bad 
one, owing to the sta- 
bility issues. On the 
course, there's a bug 
that pops up from 
time to time and 
deems a ball un- 
playable even though 
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[above] | lank sweet! [below] It would be nice if this 
slope had an impact an the flight of the bail. 


its clearly not in a hazard or out of bounds The 
physics get wonky when youre on a slope: The 
angle has no effect on the flight of the ball, 
which more or less makes the qame feel like 
you are playing on Novice difficulty at all times. 

This isn't a series that needs to be rebuilt 
from the ground up; theres still a lot of fun 
to be had. But at some point, EA Sports 
needs to focus on fixing what s broken and 
adding more meaningful features than a 
new "Team Tour” mode, new pto golfers, 3 
half-heaited attempt at ESPN integration. 
and à couple of new courses. That isn't 
going to cut it anymore. Until things 
change, this series is treading water, and it’s 
a tough sell at $40, -Wiliam Abner 
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You've played Battlefield 2142 many times before, but theres still 
no better way to shoot people online BYTOM CHICK 


BATING | ir GENRE DICE Game DEVELOPER DICE PUBLISHER Electronic Aris ESRB Teen REQUIREMENTS 1.7GHz CPU; 512 МВ RAM 


n many ways, you've played Battlefield 2142 

before. It's very Tribes, minus the jetpacks. 

It's very Unreal Tournament 2004 assault 
mode, minus the cheating and hyperactive 
pace. It's very Planetside, minus the monthly 
fee. And, of course, it's very Battlefield series, 
minus the real-world settings. 

Battlefield 2142 doesn't go all crazy with 
plasma blasters and ion rifles and whatnot. 
The basic interplay of kinetic energy and 
armor is still the main dynamic on this battle- 
field. Super hi-tech loiters on the periphery 
as the occasional cloaking device or bipedal 
mech (the hovering gunships aren't much 
different from helicopters). But, with a sci-fi 
element this purely cosmetic, the setting 
couldn't have been more tired If EA tried. Did 
one of the art designers lose a bet? 

According to the loading screens — which 
are the gaming equivalent of cereal boxes, 
because you read them when there's noth- 
ing else In front of you—there's been some 
sort of ecological apocalypse, so people 
with European accents are fighting people 
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with Russian accents. Or something like 
that. This doesn't translate into anything 
more interesting than brown maps and gray 
maps, which is how you tell them apart. 
"Oh, it's that brown map,’ you'll think to 
yourself when you spawn in. Or maybe, "Ah, 
the gray one with the buildings.’ There's 
nothing in terms of artwork or map design 
that gives any of these places any character, 
much less the actual combatants. 

What does give the combatants charac- 
ter—and boy, does it!—is Battlefield 2142's 
decision to lock most of the content. There 
are four classes, but they start with little more 
than a gun and the option to strip off their 
armor to run faster. As you play, you earn 
points that can be spent on unlocking stuff. 

And it's substantial stuff. We're not talking 
new skins or meaningless badges. 
Grenades, for instance. You don't get them 
unti! you pay for them. The defibrillator. You 
can't have it until you earn it. The wrench. 
Nope. You gotta play for a while first. Each 
class has two paths toward better weapons, 





but getting to the weapons requires four 
unlocks, often through some borderline- 
useless stuff. Furthermore, there are squad 
leader unlockables that you can only use if 
you're the squad leader. You'll always get 
the global unlocks, but they’re relatively 
mild. Extra sprint juice, for instance. 

The result is sort of like an MMO, in that 
not all players are equal. Many will have 
better guns than you, because they have no 
lives and can play all day while you're at 
work. It's not fair. 

And that makes it a wonderfully com- 
pelling device. You want to show those 
other bastards with their unlocked badass 
guns, so you stick to your squad for a squad 
bonus, you defend your base when it needs 
it, and you follow orders. You even use the 
basic healing kit and ammo re-supply, be- 
cause Battlefield 2142 gives you points for 
doing those things. You play the game as it 
was meant to be played because, by God, 
youre not going to be stuck with this 
crappy default gun if you can help it. 

It isn't a grind, because a grind implies 
doing something you wouldn't otherwise 
want to do. In this case, you're playing 
Battlefield 2142, which you were going to do 
anyway. And after a while it feels like, in- 
stead of just unlocking content, you're 
being rewarded. There may be a bit of 
Stockholm syndrome going on, but it does- 
n't matter. Thank you, EA, for letting me 





(far left] In the future, tanks are just tanks... [middle] ...but mechs are worth camping the spawn. [above] Support dass doesn't necessarily mean you should let your squad 
leader go first. [below] Pap quiz: 15 this a screen from Tribes or Battlefield 2142? OK, pencils down. 


earn my Ganz heavy machine qun. Now I'm 
going to get out there and tear em up a 
new one. After that, ! might even try for that 
combat shotgun at the other end of the 
branch. Or maybe l'Il try the recon class, 
since it would be nice to be on the other 
end of that Zeller-H advanced sniper rifle 
that keeps killing me. 

Whether you love EA's decision or hate it, 
you can't deny that it works. Mostly. The 
Battlefield series loses a little of its free-rang- 
ing feel when you can't just swap at will 
among different roles. It used to be that you 
could be, say, an engineer while you were 
driving a tank; then you might change to 
assault when you were lone wolflng, or 
you'd take the medic role if you were work- 
ing with a squad that needed frequent res- 
urrecting. But now that you've invested 
heavily in one role, it's not so easy to wear 
different hats. The playing time required to 
unlock new items increases dramatically 
after about five or six unlocks, so youre not 
going to make much progress trying to ad- 
vance all the roles evenly. EA seems to 
know this, so they're letting you roll up four 
characters per account. Oh, and look. There 
are exactly four classes. What are the odds? 

There are still problems with untimely 
disconnections and points’ not registering. 
In a game that puts so much emphasis on 


unlocking, and therefore on accumulating 
points, this is a serious problem. Imagine 
playing World of WarCraft, losing your con- 
nection, and logging back in to find those 
last two levels you'd earned gone. It's even 
more galling when you consider how many 
of these games EA has released, Counting 
add-ons, they've launched about a dozen 
DICE shooters. You'd think they'd have fig- 
ured out how to pull off à graceful launch 
by now. No such luck. 

The documentation is a disservice to the 
design. There's no clear explanation of what 
the different unlockables do. Since many of 
them have very fo- 
cused and specific 
functions, it would be 
nice to know what 
you're getting before 
you get it. But the 
only in-game help is 
flavor text. Now that 
you should be telling 
me how things work, 
you've decided you're 
all about the fleshed- 
out sci-fi setting? 

To be fair, EA has 
fixed some of the 
problems endemic to 
the earlier games. The 


engine is certainly more stable, and it faads 
faster. The server browser is solid, and the 
buddy list works wonders in terms of get- 
ting you online quickly with someone you 
know, which is a key component of enjoy- 
ing Battlefield. The new Titan mode is a wel- 
come twist that shifts a lot of the endgame 
action indoors, without shutting down the 
rest of the map. And, in terms of design, 
there's still no better way to qo online and 
shoot people than DICE's Battlefield games. 
On that score, the trip 136 years into the fu- 
ture reveals that the more things change, 
the more they stay the same. 
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If Dawn of War: Dark Crusade shows anything, it's that Relic is really, 
really good at real-time strategy BY WILLIAM ABNER 


RATING 


awn of War: Dark A 

Crusade has a 

problem: It has no nanmanna 
Tyranids. Through a full game and two ex- 
pansion packs, the Insectophobes at Relic 
Entertainment have refused to include 
one of the more popular Warhammer 40K 
races. That's right: There are no 
Genestealers, no Termagants, and sadly, 
no Carnifex. It's enough to make a 
'Hammer fan break out an old copy of 
Space Hulk. Of course, if you're a fan of one 
of seven of the other major 40K races, then 
you are in for a real treat, because the 530 
Dark Crusade delivers significant bang for 
your gaming buck. 
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Va GENRE 40K Orgy DEVELOPER Relic Entertainment PUBLISHER THQ ESRB Mature REQUIREMENTS 1.4GHz CPU; 256 MB RAM 


Most Warhammer games are teasers. You 
get a sprinkling of races and features, 
enough flavor to whet your appetite but 
rarely enough meat to show off what 
makes Warhammer special—its stunning 
diversity. With Dark Crusade, the Dawn of 
War franchise now includes the Space 
Marines, Chaos, Imperial Guard, Orks, Eldar, 
Tau, and Necrons. Best of all, the expansion 
Is a stand-alone product, so you don't even 
need the original Dawn of War or the 
Winter Assault expansion to play. You get 
access to all seven factions; the only caveat 
is that, should you want to go online, you'll 
need the other games to unlock all the 
races. But single-player missions and skir- 


mish games are good to go right out of 
the box. 

The new races—the Necrons and the 
Tau —fit beautifully into the game's design. 
The Necrons provide a great contrast, being 
a plodding, methodical force of futuristic 
undead warrior machines that don't play by 
the same rules as the other races. Their base 
warrior unit doesn't cost a nickel, and some 
even auto-revive after you blow them to 
bits. They only require the power resource 
to build units and structures, and its strong- 
hold, called a Monolith, eventually gets so 
strong that it lifts itself off the ground and 
becomes a floating juggernaut of death. In 
short, the Necrons are cool. 

The Tau are decked-out with a mix of 
high-tech weapons and melee strength, 
which comes in the form of their savage 
Kroot and Vespid allies. While these allies 
help give the Tau some hand-to-hand 
punch, the meat and potatoes of their army 
are their advanced stealth technology and 
long-range firepower. The Tau are more diffi- 
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[left] The Necrons engage 
а Chaos host. [above] The jj 
campaign map:Chaosis | 

in serious trouble. [right] 
You can deck your com- 
mander out in various 
Wargear. Choose wisely. 


cult to play than the 
Necrons because of 
their diversity, but 
once you learn how 
to use them, they are 
one of the deadliest 
races in the game. 

One of the criti- 
cisms of both Dawn 
of War and its first ex- 
pansion was leveled at their campaigns. 
While well-crafted, both were way too 
short, leaving players to battle it out on- 
line or in one-off skirmish games. Dark 
Crusade approaches the single-player 
game from a totally different perspective. 
Gone is the story-driven, mission-based 
campaign, replaced with a turn-based, 
Risk-like design that pits all seven races 
against one another in a 40K battle royale 
over the small planet of Kronus. 

it's pretty bare-bones stuff—this is not 
"Warhammer 40K: Total Маг“ by any 
stretch of the imagination. There's no 
diplomacy—it is Warhammer, after all— 
and the campaign design is pretty 
straightforward. You need to conquer the 
capital of each race without losing your 
own in order to win. Each province you 
conquer adds requisition to your army 50 
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that you can reinforce a province or add 
more troops to your base force. Each of 
the 25 provinces also provides either a 
special honor guard unit or a specific 
bonus: Capturing the Eres Badlands, for in- 
stance, allows you to attack twice per turn. 
You also earn Wargear for your 
Commander unit, making him {or "it; as 
the case may be) even more powerful as 
the campaign wears on. 

The game is not only cost efficient at 
$30: it's also customer-friendly, since mul- 
tiplayer games over a LAN only require 
one disc per session. Toss in 25 skirmish 
maps, the new races, a sprinkling of new 
units and abilities for the old races, and 
the new single-player campaign, and you 
have one of the best bargains of the year. 
Dark Crusade is another real-time feather 
in Relic's cap, even without the Tyranids.| 








Ensemble puts the Natives back in America 


RATING w vk s ely GENRE 0:4 Time Stratecy DEVELOPER 
Ensemble Studios PUBLISHER Microsoft ESRE Teen REQUIREMENTS 


Age of Empires Il! 
ЇН was released, 


Ensemble told people ызы 


that there weren't any Native American na- 
tions to play because the game wasn't really 
about them. Besides, how much fun would 
it be to have the colonizers annihilate the 
colonized in a historically accurate way? 
Best to leave the natives as allies vou can 
call on to supplement your own Euro-army. 

The Warchiefs expansion concedes the 
point that many of us like to play Native 
Americans, as a people either resisting for- 
eign encroachment on their lands or waging 
their own wars of conquest, Ensemble has 
taken three of the most militarily competent 
nations—the Sioux, the Iroquois, and the 
Aztec— and dressed them up as formidable 
opponents for any imperial adventurer. 

The Sioux rely on cavalry and have no 
siege weapons to speak of. The Iroquois can 
generate travois to construct new buildings. 


hen Age of Empires 





[above] George Washington makes a camea in the 
campaign. {below} Piay John Ford and send riders 
through a desert. 
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[top] Disco Inferno c. 1650. [above] These Jroquois raiders are very effective 
against infantry. 


The Aztec have no cavalry at all, but they 
have a wide range of infantry and strong 
buildings. Each of the new factions has a 
distinct fee!, which is more than you could 
have said about most of the nations in the 
core game. All of their units are unique, and 
each has very different opening strategies. 
You can't customize the appearance of the 
native Home Cities the way you could the 
European ones, but there are lots of ship- 
ment cards to collect, once again tailored to 
the characteristics of each civilization. 

All of the nations center on the Warchief 
unit and the Fire Pit. The Warchief is a pow- 
erful explorer unit that increases the battle 
hardiness of surrounding units. It can also 
tame treasure guardians, so a Warchlef will 
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be surrounded by 
animal and outlaw 
allies early in the 
game and is tough 
to beat to valuable 
treasure hoards. The 
Fire Pit is a dance 
floor that bestows 
special bonuses on 
your nation, bonuses 
that vary in strength 
depending on the 
number of villagers 
deputized to dance. 
You can shorten 
build times, generate 
experience, or pro- 
duce elite warriors. 
These native powers prove very tough to 
beat. The Fire Pit gives them a flexibility that 
the Europeans don't get. Their major weak- 
nesses—only the Iroquois have true siege 
weapons-—are countered by their ability to 
assemble mass armies with seemingly little 
effort. And these aren't all wimpy Russlan 
strelets. Each Native American group has a 
stealth unit that can turn invisible and then 
slowly scout or set an ambush. All their bar- 
racks have defensive fire, Farms double as 
livestock pens. The tiny advantages pile up, 
until poor Cortez is facing an awesome as- 
sault from angry Aztecs, hot for vengeance. 
The tried and true Euro-strategies don't 
work as well, either. To make room for the 
changes, Ensemble has adjusted each of the 


old nations, so some veterans will need to 
reorient before wading too heavily into on- 
line combat. They get some new cards and 
can build a saloon to hire mercenaries— 
though the Old West gunfighters and rifle- 
men look way out of place in a game that is 
supposedly about the discovery and explo- 
ration of a New World. So do the ninjas. 

But the power of the Native Americans 
does nothing to diminish the enjoyment of 
playing the Turks or the Dutch. Since each of 
the native factions is so distinct, a different 
strategy is needed for each one. The horse- 
less Aztec can be faced with an army of skir- 
mishers and artillery, but can you outpro- 
duce them? The Sioux have lots of cavalry, 
so you may want to leave the slow-moving 
cannon behind. Disabling the Warchief be- 
fore he collects all the hidden loot could be 
a new mini-game that changes the course of 
the battle. The new nations pose good tacti- 
cal questions, no matter which side of the 
Ohio River you're on. 

In many ways, the WarChiefs expansion 
shows what the original could have been 
with a little more tweaking. The core game 
was so familiar in so many ways that a sense 
of discovery was missing. It was technically 
sound, but not alien enough to be a new 
world. Throwing super-powerful native 
tribes into the mix may not mesh with the 
history we all know, but it does make every 
map they inhabit a more dangerous and 
challenging place. —Troy S. Goodfellow 


RTS, RPG, TBS, and ССС? OMG! 


RATING Va GENRE FrankenGame DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER 
Осор ESRB Not Rated REQUIREMENTS Java 1 5++, Internet connection 


ave you ever wanted À 

Ito build a collectible 
card deck where your ا‎ 
creature cards would come to life on a 
strategic map? And where if you defeated 
your opponent, your cards could “level up,’ 
becoming better versions of themselves? 
Regardless of whether you knew you 
wanted such a mish-mash of features, de- 
veloper Octopi has granted your wishes in 
its online CCG PoxNora. And once you figure 
out how it works, it’s addictive. 

Although every aspect of the game is 
reminiscent of many established genres, 
there's nothing else quite like it. It’s like 
“Magic the Gathering of Might and Magic" 
Or"Warhammer the Masquerade.’ The game- 
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[above] Varied maps pres- 
ent different chal- 
lenges—this map pres- 
ents bridges! [right] 
Controlling blue blobbies 
is a key strategy. 


play is simple: Create 
a “Battlegroup” (deck) 
using “Runes” (cards). 
Take your Runes to a 
“Battlefield” (map) 
and take turns plac- 
ing Champion Runes 
(your dudes) and at- 
tacking with them 
until you or your op- 
ponent loses. The 
winner gains "Champion Points" (like XP) for 
their Runes, with more CP awarded to the 
Champions that did the most in battle, and 
the loser gets a few courtesy CP for their 
trouble, just to be nice. 

Strategy factors a great deal in PoxNora, 
and so does having the best cards and 
swanky upgrades for your Champions. The 
front end is a little awkward, and the game 
has no tutorial, causing some initial confu- 
sion. (The gameplay is explained in docu- 
mentation on the site, but most players 
never read it, learning as they play.) 

The real pleasure of PoxNora is the joy of 
discovery, ar at least of discovering new 
ways to kill your opponent. Though it is free 
to play, the Runes cost about 25-30 cents 
each, and you buy them in packs (credit 
card required), just like in Magic Online. 
There is also the option to play PoxNora 
completely free using the sample decks. 
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They can't gain CP, as you don't own the 
Runes, and you can't modify them. But it is à 
safe way to explore the game before you 
sink cash into it. 

Each of the battles takes roughly an hour 
to finish, and there is the option of calling it 
quits in a friendly way. So far, there're 
enough people ready to play that you only 
have ta wait for a few seconds to get into a 
game. Matches can be played for their awn 
reward or for “Rank,” which currently means 
only bragging rights. 

Octopi has a lot of features planned for 
the game, including a single-player cam- 
paign with 'bots, cash prize tournaments, 
and more detailed battle stats. Though the 
game is still new and lacking a few features, 
its core is solid, with its strategy and role- 
playing elements adding a great deal to its 
CCG gameplay. Your other games will be 
jealous. -Tiffany Martin 





STARSTRUCK 


Everyone has an opinion, and some 
aren't afraid to share it on websites. 
Since no one trusts the press, here are 
some "real gamer" reviews of some re- 
cent releases, in their own words, with 
their own unique interpretations of 
the English language. 
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"Almost no new features, no new 
physics, just some new content, that 
is all. 

In addition to that, ail the bugs 
from the original game are still there. 
So save your money for other games 
such as Rise of Legends, Lord of the 
Rings: Middle Earth 2, and Company 
of Heroes.” x 





“1 came to Amazon to buy the game 
but after reading the reviews de- 
cided nat to spend the money. I will 
NOT purchase a game with ads and 
possible Spyware” 


ы ы 


“This is amazing. It exceeded my ex- 
pectations. The graphics are amaz- 
ing, though the camera controls are 
tricky at first, My only major issue, 
and the reason this game got 4 in- 
stead of 5 stars, is that when you 
save and reload a game, previously 
cleared areas are populated with 
monsters again." Ж 











love it....exciting, 
challenging, 
thrilling, music is 
awesome, very en- 
tertaining, you won't 
wanna get off the 
game. You start right 
wheie the movies leaves 
you off. it is a classy game 
done up right.” 
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 Twilights of the Gods 


If you like your strategy deep and detailed, Dominions 3: The Awakening is a gift from the heavens BY TOM CHICK 
00. 0 CODI Ol UMS mo stunt NNN 


RATING ЖЖ ЖЖ Va GENRE Gods Game DEVELOPER lllwinter Game Design PUBLISHER Shrapnel Games ESRB Not Rated REQUIREMENTS Windows, MacOS, Linux: 600MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 
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WE hird time's the 
| charm. Second time > Computer Games 
B wasn't bad, either. NG 

Came to think of it, Dominions was pretty 

special right out of the gate. These epically 

twiddly strategy games fram Illwinter Game 

Design (i.e., a couple of dudes in Sweden) 

are kaleidoscopes of fantasy whimsy, codi- 

fied into unabashed spreadsheets. They 
wear their math on their sleeves, so much 
so that you might call them war games, in 
the old-schoo! sense of hexes and chits and 

CRTs and lists in the back of the rule book. 

Dominions 3 adds enough changes to 
make Dominions 2 obsolete. New fortress 
rules make different provinces easier to de- 
fend, which gives the map more character. A 
random map generator lets you play in 
strange new worlds. Nations have more un- 
usual abilities to distinguish them. Loopholes 
have been tightened up, and there are fewer 
obstacles to income and supply, giving the 
game a less stingy sensibility. 

But the basics are still the same. You gather 
armies and move them across maps. There's 
no city building, and no hands-on tactical 
stuff. Battles play out according to the Al, but 
you can set them up and watch them un- 
wind. Magic unfolds slowly, and spells get 
more important as a game progresses. Every 
little soldier is modeled, right down to his age 
and individual wounds. There's very little hid- 
den under the hood, and the numbers are al- 
most always a click or two away. 

A game as detailed and fussy as 
Dominions has always needed a detailed 
and fussy manual, which it finally gets: It's 
300 pages that are easy to navigate, and not 
just because they're spiral bound. Computer 
Games Magazine contributor Bruce Geryk 
fusses affectionately over the game, break- 
ing it down into its component parts with 
detall and wit, then following up with all 
those tables you probably printed out if you 
were into the earlier Dominions. There's a 
comprehensive tutorial and suggested 
starting strategies for each race, so that you 











[above] Formations like this were made to 
be broken. [right] Where there's smoke, 
there's Abysians. 


can jump in without being over- 
whelmed by the wall of choices. 
For a game that wallows so 
merrily in raw data, Dominion 3 
tells one hell of a story. Using 
numbers and the barest graphics, 
Illwinter opens up а deep and de- 
tailed world, rich with derivative fictions. 


This time, their world all but explodes with | 


new gods, monsters, heroes, and armies. 
Everything is split into three eras, each its 
own setting with unique versions of the 
different races. You'll recognize many of 
the inspirations: Japan, China, lizard peo- 
ple, mermaids, medieval Europe, ancient 
Rome, Aztecs, tribal Africans, and about a 
dozen variants of something Norse (it 
must be a Swedish thing). Taken together, 
all these races spanning three eras tell the 
story of empires falling and magic passing 
out of history. Ermor is swallowed by its 
own death cults, R'lyeh descends into 
madness, monkeys somehow throw in 
their lot with yogis, Vanir fights its ancient 
war with Jotun, and the Helheim are lost 
with the dead. Any given game Is about 
gods coming back and fighting one an- 
other to try to restore their falling empires. 
If the guys at Illwinter were writers, they 
might be Tolkiens. 

Instead, they're game designers. So they 
let you spin out your own story against 
their backdrops. Let's say your commander 
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has enough kills to qualify for the Hall of 
Fame, a list of the best commanders ina 
given game, each of whom is given a ran- 
dom heroic ability. Suppose he ends up 
with Extraordinary Obesity, which gives 
him a strength and hit-point bonus but 
adds to his encumbrance, which means he 
fatigues faster. This is going to make it 
even harder for him to wear armor, let 
alone cast spells, So your mages create for 
him a Girdle of Might, which periodically 
reduces his fatique. Now you've got a 
commander running around with a tailar- 
made girdle because he was so famous 
that he got fat. 

You don't have to fuss at this level if you 
don't want to. Everything works well 
enough if you prefer just to Build up 
armies and shove them around. But if 
youre willing to look, there are very few 
games that show you as much as you'll see 
here—a nearly infinite variaty of rising 
gods and dying empires and a fat man 
with a magic belt—and no games that do 
it with the focus, depth, and extraordinary 
economy of Dominions 3.1 
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Wolverine Studtos/Not Rated з 

You have to admit that a text-based golf 
game is unique. There's a foundation for a 
very good game here, but the structure is 
not quite all there yet. The biggest hang-up 
is that there aren't enough shot-making 
choices, with no capability to draw, fade, 
push, or try a 
knockdown. 
There's also no 
ball roll once it 
hits the ground, 
as every shot 
plugs in [into?] 
the ground like a 
90-yard sand wedge. Finally, you can't tell 
how high the trees are if you're unlucky 
enough to land behind one. Still, there's 
something undeniably addictive about 
managing your player throughout his or her 
career, choosing tourneys, earning money. 
grabbing sponsors, developing rivals. 
tweaking attributes, and so on. Best of all, 
you can zip through 18 holes in a matter of 
minutes, which makes it an ideal lunch 
break game. It's also surprisingly attractive 
for а text sim and comes with an easy-to- 
use course editar. It's more of 3 novelty than 
à deep simulation (and a shade pricey at 
$25). But hopefully, with continued devel- 
apment, it can realize its fuli potential. Tota! 
Pro Golf can be purchased online at 
wiww.wolverinestudios.conm -William Abner 
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Shrapnel Not Rated 
This is the latest repackaging of the 10- 
year-old Steel Punther engine. It has more 
scenarios and More equipment, but its 
biggest selling points are its cleaner look 
and enhanced Се a 
Windows ХР com- IB . -.: 
patibility. The 
game still shines 
in small encoun- 
ters, but larget 
scenarios are trials 
of patience, since 
your opponent can make attacks of oppor- 
tunity on any advancing troops it can see. 
You can stili download Steel Panthers: World 
at War for free, and it works fine in XP. But 
the Al remains prone to suicidal assaults 
and curious artillery placement. So. while 
there's a bit of nostalgic fun ín playing this 
semínal wargame again, it hasn't aged well. 
-Troy 5. Goodfellow 
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A pioneer meets its final end for the 
second time. 








RATING s V; GENRE Fiddly-ablo DEVELOPER InterServ 
PUBLISHER Namco-Bandai Games ESRB Teen 
REQUIREMENTS 1.8GHz CPU; 512MB RAM 


lizKids' Mage Knight was a pioneer in 
tabletop gaming, melding Magic: The 

Gathering-style collectibles with miniatures. 
The innovation was that the prepainted fan- 
tasy characters had dials built into their 
bases that kept track of damage and 
changed the stats of the characters as ap- 
proptiate. The rules made for a simple and 
engaging turn-based game, and it was a 
success,.. until WizKids started taking the 
same concept and applying it ta properties 
like the Marvel and DC stables (HeroClix) 
and MechWarrior. Now tabletop Mage 
Knight is dead in the water and has been for 
over a year. 

Delayed past its license's expiration 
date, Mage Knight: Apocalypse uses its 
muitifaction setting but forgoes the tacti- 
cal, turn-based play for some augmented 
action/role-playing. While the tabletop 
version may have clicked as a game, its 
setting never did. Apocalypse doesn't fi- 
nally bring this world to life, either. It's 
still a soulless mish-mash of traditional 
fantasy archetypes fighting for various 
boilerplate reasons. 

As depressing as this may sound, and as 
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misleading as it makes the title, your job in 
the game is to prevent the end of the com- 
mercially dead Mage Knight world, The 
Land, so that its Dwarves, Elves, Orcs, 
Undead, Humans, Demons, and Aliens may 
live to fight on. (They will in our imagina- 
tions, at least, because no more Mage 
Knight stuff is being made.) Your too!s are a 
tiny backpack; myriad ingredients to put in 
it for the crafting of weapons, armor, and 
potions (via a process too lengthy for an 
action RPG); and, of course, the sword/sor- 
cery skills mapped to your left and right 
mouse buttons. 

It seems as if the true goal of the adven- 
ture is to cheese off people who just fin- 
ished playing Titan Quest, or anyone else 
who likes their action RPGs slick. Here we 
have a static camera that you can tiit up 
and down and pan around (especially if 
you don't uninstall your gamepad first—it 
won't stop spinning otherwise). But, in- 
stead of having open areas with an engine 
that makes trees and whatnot transparent 
so they don't block the view of your char- 
acter, you are just supposed to adjust the 
camera manually so you can see your 
character and the path ahead. So you 
push the pointer up to the edge of the 
screen... and nothing happens. The only 
way to control the camera is to hold the 
spacebar, or the middle mouse button, 
and move the mouse. 

While Titan Quest certainly had its prob- 


[left] The end of the world loaks kind of like a theme 
disco. [below] “I've gat a quest for you fram the 
World of WarCraft!” 





lems getting you down the stairs of a cave 
entrance, Apocalypse has problems getting 
you around fences or campfires or just 
about anything. Forget about moving into 
position automatically for a ranged attack. 
Nothing a few extra clicks, then maybe 
some fussing with the camera, then a few 
more clicks can't solve, right? But once 
you start getting some allies, and they 
have to find their own ways to keep up, it 
turns into a bad path-finding square 
dance. 

That's the worst of it, and frankly, that's 
enough. What goes right—or nearly right — 
in the game can't really overcome it. The ad- 
dition of a crafting system is an admirable 
attempt, but it's compromised by your hav- 
ing little room in which to collect ingredi- 
ents and recipes before you need to head 
back to your storage chest. The nice job 
done by the artists and the sizable content 
they created aren't a good trade for the 
camera fiddling required to get a good view 
of their work. 

One final warning to keep you from buy- 
ing this game: The sound effect you hear 
when you gulp a potion is a squeak akin to 
fingernails scraping a chalkboard or the 
running of unoiled machinery. It’s worth 
mentioning, because it seems like such a 
deliberate attempt to make you hate the 
game that it makes all the other bad 
things—things that could normally be at- 
tributed to developer inexperience and/or 
overwork—look like they were intentional 
as well. -Matthew Gallant 


Same pitch, different day 


RATING ЖЖ GENRE Same Old Soccer DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER EA 
Sports ESRB Fveryone REQUIREMENTS 1.3GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 
f you just dropped in from Mars, FIFA 07 is 
probably the best arcade soccer simulation 
out there at the moment. Go grab a copy. 

Thing is, you're probably from Earth. And, 
if you're interested in FIFA 07, chances are 
that you were interested in FIFA 06. You can 
probably guess where this is going. Stop 
the presses: The new FIFA is a lot like the old 
one. It's so similar that it practically is the 
old one, with a couple of new features, a 
new online mode cf play, and some graphic? 
frills that actually make the game look 
worse than it did last year. 

Headlining the new additions is more 
tomfoolery with the right analog stick. Like 
all of the other games in the EA Sports sta- 
ble, FIFA 07 allows you to perform trick 
moves by twisting and turning the right 
stick as if you're trying to pull off a fatality in 
a console beat-'em-up. Most of the moves 
are hard to complete —you practically yank 
your right thumb out of its socket to gain 
half a step on a defender with a 
360/Roulette right—and they don't benefit 
you much in play. 

Interactive leagues have been added to on- 
line play, so you can follow along with your fa- 
vorite club in the English Premier League, 
German Bundesliga, French Ligue 1, and 
Mexican 1st Division and play games as they 
come up in real-life schedules. While this 
sounds cool, it's just a fancy name for a match- 
ing service. Everybody online grabs the big 
names like Man U. and Arsenal, so you need 
to stick with a second-tier club to guarantee 
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[above left] If MLS stadiums were really this full on a regular basis, soccer wouldn't be such a fringe pro sport in 
the U.S. [above right] Even up close in replays, the game doesn't look any better than it did last year. But it runs a 
whale lot worse. [belaw] Authentic local newspapers add color to manager mode. 


matches. And, as in other EA Sports games, 
the online reliability of FIFA 07 is pretty up and 
down; it seems to be tough to get a stable 
connection for multiplayer games. 

Everything else seems virtually un- 
changed from FIFAs past. Gameplay cer- 
tainly stays the course. This is more "soccer 
entertainment" than the authentic, beauti- 
ful game. Matches have a ping-pong flow 
more akin to hockey than soccer. The entire 
midfield remains a na man's land where you 
are generally free to sprint and pass the ball 
around however you see fit, since all of the 
real action takes place in either end. 

This aspect of the game has been irritat- 
ing for years. You typically get up a good 
head of steam in the midfield, pull off a cou- 
ple of trick moves or 
cool passes, and then 
run headlong into the 
soccer version of the 
Purple People Eaters. 
It's like you're playing 
different games de- 
pending on where in 
the field you are. 
Around midfield, it's 
freedom, sweet free- 
dom. Get beyond that 
point, though, and de- 
fenders are all over am x 
you like a cheap suit. == 
It doesn't feel natural, Ө 
and it sure doesnt 
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feel anything like real soccer, 

The game's tendency toward system up- 
grade creep and hopping aboard the tech 
bandwagon is even more annoying. EA has 
added over-the-top motion blur and what 
look like HDR lighting etfects that make the 
game appear smeared and out of fecus. 
Making matters worse. these effects turn 
the game into a slideshow during close-ups 
and replays, even on a mid-to-upperc range 
system that blows away the recommended 
system requirements. 

There just isn't enough new here to 
make FIFA 07 3 worthwhile purchase. If 
you've got last year’s model, do yourself a 
favor and resist the temptation to “up- 
grade? -Brett Todd 
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SimBin and 10tacle Studios have done it again; GTR 2 is the best racing 
s since the days of Papyrus BY DAVID J. LONG 


RATING ` 
REQUIREMENTS 1.8GH2 CPU; 512MB RAM 

‘hese days, fans of racing simulations 

often have to look beyond the retail 

racks for satisfaction. With Papyrus 
gone and none of the major publishers in 
any hurry to provide real racing simula- 
tions—even of America's most popular form 
of auto racing, NASCAR—the genre is wide 
open for just about any form of realistic 


simulated motor sports to take center stage. 


The likes of Gran Turismo try to co-opt the 
word "simulator, but they don't come close 
to the level of realism found in SimBin's lat- 


Heft] There's nothing more beautiful than the cars adorned with the Prancing Horse. [right] The new Dubai circuit makes its 


first appearance in a major simulation. 
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С GENRE 1 Perfection DEVELOPER SimBin PUBLISHER TOtacle Studios/Viva Media ESRB Everyone 


est sports car racing gem GTR 2. 

Building on the successful base of the 
now two-year-old GTR, this sequel adds 
prettier looks, better handling, more online 
players, and the sheer adrenaline associated 
with properly simulated auto racing. It also 
has a better interface, one that’s initially a 
little overwhelming but provides access to 
an amazing wealth of configuration op- 
tions. You can crank the realism up or down 
with ease, and the presets for Novice, Semi- 
Pro, and Simulation are appropriately re- 
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flected on the track. In fact, the Novice set- 
ting works fine with analog and digital 
gamepads; even the keyboard is a viable 
control option. When you crank the game 
up to Simulation. it becomes substantially 
more difficult, requiring a good joystick or a 
steering wheel and pedals to deliver the full 
experience. 

In all modes, the handling is responsive 
and believable: All of the cars react as 
you'd expect. After you've mastered left- 
foot braking and using the car's suspen- 
sion to facilitate quick cornering, the best 
place to go is online. Internet play is cen- 
tral to GTR 2's design. Whether that means 
racing against as many as 28 other drivers 
on its storied racing circuits or simply 
downloading some new car setups to 
apply to your Ferrari 550, GTR 2's connec- 
tivity makes it a complete game. The abil- 
ity to download and test other people's se- 
tups from within the game cannot be 
underestimated, since it frees you to be- 
come a better driver first and a better me- 
chanic later. When you're finally 
able to wring the maximum out 
Of a good setup, you can figure 
out the changes you can make 
to enable yourself to drive faster. 

Racing online is a heady expe- 
rience. With that many people on 
the track, it's often chaotic when 
they don't keep a cool head. But 
it still beats racing the Al. 
Computer drivers are competent, 
and they provide a nice chal- 
lenge as you work your way 
through the various custom se- 
ries and Championships, but 





[far left] Highly detailed cars and circuits exem- 
plify a commitment to realism, [middle] 3D driv- 
ers bob and weave their way through the cor- 
ners inside these gorgeous cars. [above] 
Environmental effects affect both vision in the 
sun and traction in the wet. 
they're no substitute for a bunch of 
good real drivers. A novice can join this 
fraternity of hardcore racers by going 
through all of the new Training chal- 
lenges. These break down the car and 
track into bite-sized bits for learning 
purposes. Cornering, braking, and accel- 
erating without jamming the throttle 
through the floorboards—you need all 
these skills to wrap your arms around a 
simulated high-horsepower sports car. 
The training mode teaches you while 
serving as a way to unlock more custom 
championship race sets. It even breaks 
down every major circuit in the game, 
letting you learn them in sections before 
tackling the entire layout. All this skill 
building is invaluable if you want to beat 
the best drivers online. 

To get the most out of GTR 2, you have 
to be willing to invest a serious amount 
of time in becoming both a confident 
and a successful race driver. If you've 
been building your skills over the last 15 
years with other PC sims, you can jump 
right into the deep end and compete like 
a pro. If you haven't, it's a long, exciting 
race to the top. Here, as in real racing, it 
takes commitment, tenacity, and a little 
bit of selfishness to drive with the best. 
Translating that progression and drive for 
excellence into a racing game is the de- 
veloper's crowning achievement, and 
one more reason why GTR 2 is as good as 
it gets in racing simulations. 





Too many games in one 
RATING k k GENRE Kitchen Sink Strategy DEVELOPER Buka 
Enterlainment PUBLISHER CDV ESRB Teen REQUIREMENTS 1.7GHz 
CPU; 512MB RAM 

Ihen the Empire of Japan went to war 

with the forces of the United States, 
Great Britain, and their allies in December of 
1941, it was clear that the Japanese were 
being ambitious. Their gamble failed, and 
they lost. And that pretty much sums up 
Buka's Pacific Storm as well. It's truly ambi- 
tious, but it tries to do too much. And it 
doesn't do anything particularly well. 

Pacific Storm lets you command fleets of 
ships in real-time battles, direct your forces 
in a grand strategic campaign, and even 
man the guns in a bomber run 


pond rather than on the high seas. The air- 
craft are much better, but you hardly exer 
see them enough to appreciate the details, 
Worse still, colored icons are provided to 
help you distinguish between friend and 
foe, but these just clutter the screen. 

Likewise, the strategic campaign requires 
that you build up your national infrastruc - 
ture, but this is presented with only a bit 
more flair than the average Excel spread- 
sheet. Once the campaign does get rolling, 
you get a few indications that there may be 
à decent game tor three) lurking under all 
of these options and clashing styles of 
gameplay. Whether you want—or need—to 
play all of these in the same game remains 
à question that Pacific Storm is unable to an- 
Swer. -Peter Suciu 


[above] End of the line for that bomber crew. [below] The detail on the 


over the Japanese home islands. ships is good, but the results still look like model boats in a pond 


Individually, each of these el- 
ements has the makings of a 
good game, and that's what 
Pacific Storm is at heart: a 
couple of good games 
jammed together. The prob- 
lem is that none of the indi- 
vidual games is covered with 
enough detail. 

This is noticeable in the 
plain graphics of the tactical 
mode, where the color 
palette consists of various 
shades of blue, and the ships 
have the look of models in a 


rather than real warships an the high seas. 
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FLIGHT SIMULATOR X 


Waiting for DirectX 10 





RATING Ж x GENRE Deja View DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Microsoft 
ESRB Everyone REQUIREMENTS Ha, ha... OK, 1GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


fter a few years of downtime for this 

long-running series, Microsoft is back 
with the latest graphics options 
twiddler/flight sim. Once again, you embark 
on a quixotic quest for that sweet spot be- 
tween acceptable frame rates and gorgeaus 
visuals, struggling mightily for a compro- 
mise that—spoiler!—doesn't yet exist. Even 
with God's own machine, Flight Simulator X 
is slow and/or ugly. 

You're going to get roughly half the 
frame rate you got in the last game. And 
even then, you're not looking at anything 
particular!y spectacular. This is an absolute 
wallowing beast of a graphics engine, 
unlovely at almost any speed. Once you 
get enough altitude, it's as passable as any 
of the Flight Simulators; after all, it's easy to 
draw the world when it's a quilt of rolling 
textures. But down low, where the flying is 
interesting to laymen, you're still seeing 
the same polygona! buildings sticking con- 
spicuously out of the same smeary ex- 
panses, clumsily draped with the same 
blurry roads and awkward rivers and low- 
rent trees, al! huddled under the same 
frame-rate killing clouds. 

There is some new stuff to see, like little 
cars that congregate like ants where major 
freeways should be. If you squint, you might 
see some animals, but don't count on it un- 
less you're in one of the scripted tours. 
There's a fuel truck with bad Al in "high-de- 
tail" airports. But these ridiculous inciden- 
tals aren't worth the horsepower. They're 
bullet points that no one can afford to use. 

Speaking of bullet points no one can use, 
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{above} A helicopter mission 
over Tokyo. [right] It speaks 
volumes that the cockpits look 
much better than the world. 


every time Microsoft 
mentions Flight Simulator 
X, it tends to follow that 
with something about 
DirectX 10. Maybe that 
will be the wind beneath 
the wings of this slow, 
ugly duckling. But until 
then, this is just another 
graphics engine biding 
its time in the wrong 
generation of hardware. 
To be fair, this has been a recurring 
theme of the series, and many flight sim- 
mers don't mind tilting at that particular 
windmill. For them, the appeal of civil avia- 
tion sims is mastering the systems within 








the sim: flight models, navigation, air traffic 
control, IFR, glideslopes, logbooks, the latest 
GPS rigs, and so on—all nested inside their 
computers, systems within systems within 
systems, like a hi-tech Russian doll. Futzing 
with graphics options for better frame rates 








is just one of the systems. Ten frames per 
second during Flight Simulator's most beau- 
tiful moments? The enthusiast shrugs, be- 
cause most of his monitor real estate is 
spent on the sexy new Garmin 1000 GPS. 

But what does it say about a game when 
its aesthetic highlights are its technical low 
points? Isn't it time that someone rebooted 
the whole shebang and tried to marry sys- 
tems mastery to modern graphics? No other 
genre looks this bad, runs this poorly, or 
changes this little. Instead, each new itera- 
tion tosses in a few new features. They seem 
to be aimed at the hapless casual type who 
buys a Flight Simulator, flies over the place 
where his house should be, and then quits 
out, relegating the game to periodic ap- ` 
pearances in Microsoft's "You have unused 
icons on your desktop" nag. Flight Simulator 
X presumes to appeal to those people with 
new missions and unlockable badges. Drop 
sacks of flour on a target. Try to land a heli- 
copter on a skyscraper. Plow through a 
thunderstorm. Get a guided tour of 
Hawaiian landmarks. Buzz Vegas. Race 
against a rocket truck. Then admire your 
badges as they sit in the badges folder. 

In spite of these diversions, this is still 
nothing but a dry civil aviation sim with a 
disappointing graphics engine. It's designed 
for people to whom the prospect of merely 
taking off from LaGuardia and landing at 
O'Hare is exciting. For everyone else, it's like 
stumbling into a club where everyone al- 
ready knows everyone else and no one is іп- 
troducing you. The interface is the same be- 
wildering array of nonsense hotkeys, and 
windows, and virtual cockpits, and map 
views, and softkeys, and kneeboards, and 
esoteric knobs and gauges that are labeled 
but unexplained. The documentation re- 
mains a mess, sprawling across multiple 





poorly organized entries. 
You get an enthusiastic 
brochure, more promo- 
tional than instructive. 
Once again, there's a 
mercenary division be- 
tween the $70 deluxe 
version and the $50 crip- 
pleware pack, minus cer- 
tain airports, aircraft, mis- 
sions, and that sexy 
Garmin 1000 GPS. 

Once again, this is a game that you 
should probably let lie for a few years, until 
hardware and DirectX APIs catch up with it. 
Until then, if you really must, you can prob- 
ably find a cheap Flight Simulator 2004 
somewhere, -Tom Chick 


The best reason to buy an Xbox 360 
RATING Ж Уз GENRE Nat Entirely Unlike Basketball 
DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER ГА Sports ESRB Everyone 
REQUIREMENTS 1.4GHz (PU; 258MR RAM 


‘here is a basketball game from 2K Sparts 


I called NBA 2K7 available for the Xbox 300. 


It's arguably the best NBA hoaps game ever 
made. Since it's not available for the PC, 
we're left with this game, the low point in 
the NBA Live series. 

It's strange that the engine is springing so 
many leaks, given that this is essentially last 
year's edition. The collision detection is 
nearly nonexistent. Players jump for re- 





[top] Players tend to run in place for several seconds 
at a time. [above] A buzz-cut Steve Nash literally 
gaes through Ginobili. 

bounds and go thraugh the backboard; the 
ball phases itself through the rim, and play- 
ers do their best Nightcrawler impersonation 
and magically teleport through other play- 
ers. It's impossible to play a full game of NBA 
Live 07 without seeing something bizarre. 

New features are minimal, mainiy 
amounting to new Freestyle moves and 
player identifiers like long-range shooter 
and inside stopper, There's also a new "X- 
factor’ player, which is EA Sports’ way of 
showcasing the skills of a great sixth man or 
role-player who turns het and becomes an 
unstoppable force for a short period, 

Tweaks to the feature list cannot save this 
game, though. It's just a sloppy mess. It's à 
shame to see this series fall off the cliff. Even 
if the PC is your only sports gaming option, 
older versions of NBA Live are better than 
this. It may be time for EA Sports to do what 
it did with its old Triple Play series: Scrap the 
whole thing and start over. -William Abner 
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The high-quality Caesar IV gives you yet another reason to rebuild the Eternal City BY TROY GOODFELLOW 


RATING 


aybe Rome is the Eternal City be- 
cause we've been building it forever. 
В Not only does Caesar IV come in the 

wake of two similar games (CivCity Rome 
and Glory of the Roman Empire), it follows 
two decidedly mediocre ones. But, just as 
Octavian's rise to the purple was preceded 
by the squawking of lesser men, so there is 
hope that Tilted Mill's city builder can awe 
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and astound. After all, the Caesar series 
stands astride the genre like a Colossus. 
Why shouldn't it crush all those that op- 
pose it? If any franchise can get it right, this 
is the one. 

Caesar IV is still a Hollywood Rome, with 
none of the slavery, political backstabbing, 
or civil wars of the real thing. You still have 
a budget, a map, and goals to meet before 
you can move on to the 
next map with new 
goals. Trade, taxation, 
and a light military 
game are the keys to 
your success. The near- 
complete elimination 
of the hated "walker" 
mechanic (buildings 
could only be serviced 
if a citizen happened to 
walk past them) means 
that your inner 
Romulus can focus on 
the big picture. 


[left] Have some Trident! 
[below] Humble beginnings. 
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te * GENRE Bread and Circus Management DEVELOPER Tilted Mill PUBLISHER Sierra ESRB Everyone 10+ REQUIREMENTS 2GHz CPU; 512MB RAM 


The scenarios encourage you to think 
broadly right from the start. No city will be 
self-sufficient, so the first thing you have to 
do is get the lay of the land and decide 
which trade route is the highest priority. If 
you can import food, precious cropland can 
be devoted to the raw materials for wine or 
clothing. Markets wil! be your primary tax 
base for a while, so keeping them stocked 
with goods is an early priority. 

Caesar IV has done away with the 
anachronistic upwardly mobile model of 
housing. Your low-class insulae will never 
evolve into palaces. Instead, Tilted Mill has 
divided Roman society into three classes 
and taken the usual historical liberties. At 
the bottom, the plebs do all the hard 
work-—farming, crafting, and warehousing. 
In the middle, the equites take care of the 
water supply, the temples, and the enter- 
tainment. At the top, the patricians do noth- 
ing except sit in their porticos and pay 
property taxes. Each class will improve its 
houses, adding more citizens, so long as its 
needs are met, but there is no need to put 
odeums in the slum area. 

Thanks to class-specific needs and the 
elimination of walkers, for the first time in a 
Caesar game the city actually looks as if 
there are rich and poor parts of town. You 
are encouraged to plan where the patri- 
cians will be and how to get them the piped 
water they demand. Similarly, industrial and 
residential districts are easily marked in ad- 
vance. The planning is so natural that you 
never feel that you are being pushed to- 
ward a perfect city model. Even the smallest 
maps are big enough to allow for consider- 
able variation in meeting the goals. 

A bad start still demands a lot of do- 
overs, and it is sometimes difficult to know 
exactly where you went wrong. When the 
emperor demands 50 weapons, while you 
are trying to outfit a legion because the 
Gauls are on the way, it's completely under- 
standable if you flee to exile. You can keep 
the boss man happy or you can save your 
people, but you can't do both. And failing at 
either one can cost you your job. 
Fortunately, there is always the choice to try 
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another city, but there's no guarantee that 
Sardinia will be easier on the mind. 

Provided you have the horsepower, 
Caesar IV may be the prettiest city builder 
ever made. The shadows and weather can 
wreak havoc on even high-end machines 
when the cities reach a certain size. There 
are noticeable slowdowns, and building 
placement can become a real chore. If you 
avoid the higher-quality graphics, things 
run better and you lose little of the 
grandeur. The art design of the buildings 
in the game is phenomenal. The citizens 
don't come off so well, and they are some- 
times so hard to pick out that you can't 
figure out whether there is a problem. 
Ironically, the poorly drawn city dwellers 
prove to be more pointless as eye candy 
than the tiny animations in the factories: 
At least the guy beating out a sword isn't 
pretending to tell you anything more than 
he has iron. 

As military-minded as the Romans were, 
the city defense game could look silly in 
the wrong context. The battles are scrappy 
little affairs, and city walls are more useful 
for pacifying your own citizens than for 
keeping out Carthage. But your legions are 
as much an economic game element as 3 
military one. You need them to keep the 
riff-raff out, but mostly they consume iron, 
wool, and food that you could use for à 
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more profitable purpose. Balancing your 
safety and your pocketbook is the real 
game here. 

You may still have a nagging sense that 
this has all been done before, if not-so- 
well. Caesar IV has none of the alien 
beauty of Tilted Mill's last game, Children 
of the Nile. The latter's leisurely pace and 
novel economic model were made possi- 
ble by the decision to set the game in an 
underexploited and truly foreign land. 
After three great Impressions Rome games 
and two average ones this year, city sim 
fans already know what a coliseum does 
and that fountains are better than wells. 
For veterans of these games, there is no 
real exploration to be done, since the 
landscape has been trodden so many 
times before. It's a little like going to a his- 
toric landmark and seeing that it is exactly 
the way it was presented on TV. 

Newcomers, however, are in for a treat. 
Caesar IV deserves an ovation, if not a tri- 
umphal procession, for merely reminding 
people what a goad historical city sim 
looks like. Historical inaccuracies and 
goofy British accents notwithstanding, 
Caesar IV feels right. There is never any 
guessing about what needs to be done, 
only some careful thought about how best 
to do it. If you aren't all Romed out, this is 
the game for you. 
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“I'm hungry. Let's get a taco." 





RATING * Y GENRE Stuck in the Medi acre With You DEVELOPER 
Volatile PUBLISHER Eidos interactive ESRA Mature REQUIREMENTS 
1.5GH2 CPU; 51298 RAM 


"he cornerstone of the movie Resen cir 

| Dogs is a scene at a diner. It's just a bunch 
of guys talking about Madonna songs and 
their philosophies on tipping. They re on 
their way to steal diamonds, kill hostages. 
torture policemen, and betray one anether. 
This juxtaposition of banality and brutality 
is the essence of Quentin Tarantino, 

So it’s something of a revelation when, 
early on in Reservoir Dogs, the game, you re- 
alize that the writers— freelancers, appar- 
ently, whose names in the credits arent as- 
sociated with developer Volatile or 
publisher Eidos—understand this. You re 
playing a pointless driving sequence with 
low-rent PlayStation graphics and crappy 
controls. And all the while, you're listening 
to decently written banter. Its an opportu- 
nity to let the characters breathe. 
Unfortunately. your attention is focused on 
struggling with a driving game that handles 
like а retrigerator sliding down a luge track. 

There are enough moments like this to 
make it clear that Reservoir Dogs, the game, 
has a much better qrasp on its subject mat- 
ter than, say, EAs The Gedfuther or Majesco's 
Jaws. It's à shame that the developers at 
Volatile couldn't make a better game to 
wrap around the writing, Everything interac- 
tive is relentlessly pedestrian, despite occa- 
sional flashes of insight. The random chains 
of alleys and businesses through which the 
run-and-gun sections pass-- here's о me- 
chanics shop, now à construction site, now u 
laundromat --have some potential to play 
out like the chase in Rarsing Arizona; the best 
chuses ate so out of control they're liable to 
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pass through someone's living room. 

There's also a clever take on hostages as re- 
sources. With a hostage in tow, and with 
gamey and straightforward rules for judi- 
ciously beating them to intimidate cops, you 
can save ammo. And any game that takes 
something as hackneyed as bullet time and 
gives it a name as audacious as "Bullet 
Festivals" deserves props for trying. But, for 
the most part, the run-and-gun is so tedious 
and the driving is so frustrating that it's simply 
not worth the effort. The writing is decent, but 
its not good enough to make you endure 
such crappy repetitive gameplay. Go read a 
book. Or just watch Reservoir Dogs again. 

It's also a problem that so many inter- 
ludes are simply cribbed from the movie, 
but without the likenesses or voices of the 
actors. Apparently they blew their budget 
on Michael Madsen (or maybe not, consid- 
ering that Mr. Madsen's last movie was Uwe 
Boll's BloodRayne). It just doesn't work to 
hear some not-Steve-Buscemi mustachioed 
puppet with a weasely voiceover asking if 
he's the only professional here, or to see 
some not-Chris-Penn bloated polygonal 
character not spraying spittle as he de- 
mands that a not-Harvey-Keitel stop point- 
ing a qun at his dad. These are the mo- 
ments that make Reservoir Dogs, the movie, 
Reservoir Dogs. In Reservoir Dogs, the game, 
you might as well be seeing "The Max Fisher 
Players Presents Reservoir Dogs,’ but minus 
the charm, and with a bad shooter/driving 
game as the price of admission. -Tom Chick 
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That line never works forme, 
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THE GUILD 2 


Working for the man 








RATING іс * GENRE Strategic Quest DEVELOPER 4Head Studios 
PUBLISHER JoWooD Productions ESRB Teen REQUIREMENTS 1.8GHz 
CPU; 512MB RAM 

А Ifred Hitchcock once said that drama 
Pis life with the dull bits left out. If you 
think he's mistaken, you probably have 
something in common with 4Head 
Studios, developer of The Guild 2. This 


«ви» 


staggeringly detailed simulation of 15th- 
century medieval life makes a point of 
leaving all the dull bits in. It practically 
revels in them. Part RPG, part economic 
sim, The Guild 2 lets you take on the role of 
a common, everyday peasant and live out 
their virtual life—and that of their heirs— 
in one of eight Renaissance-era towns. You 
work a trade, start a family, and move up 
the social ladder. Dungeon crawlers need 
not apply. 

If it sounds a little like that other every- 
day-life game, The Sims, that's because it is. 
But only a little. Both games are about your 
character's struggle to get ahead in the 
world, but The Guild 2 makes it a struggle 
for you as well. You always have too much 
to do and not enough time to do it. You 
need to go through the ritual of courtship 
to find a mate and produce an heir if you 
don't want the game to end when your 
character dies, and that comes sooner than 
you might think. But courting takes valu- 
able time away from working your trade, 
which produces income that you desper- 
ately need. You can supplement your in- 
come by winning a political office, but get- 
ting your foot in the door requires time and 
money that you can only earn by not 
spending so much of your time on politics. 
You also have competitors to deal with, in 
both the political and trade arenas. That 
takes more time and money. Neglect the 
social arena and you'll end up with a town 


full of people who hate you, making it diffi- 
cult to get anything done. You even have to 
go to church, if you don't want to offend 
the faithful. 

It's possible to juggle all of these activi- 
ties, of course—that's ultimately what the 
game is about. But often it feels too much 
like work. The Sims knew enough to turn off 
the pressure sometimes and just let you 
play in the sandbox. The Guild 2 keeps your 
nose to the grindstone. 

Often your toughest opponent is the 
interface, which turns even the simplest 
tasks into chores. Important information 
is buried beneath unfriendly layers of but- 
tons, menus, and tabs. The interface often 
provides you with multiple methods of 
doing the same task, none of them con- 
sistent. There are three or four different 
ways to send your carts back and forth 
between the market and your business, 
for instance. Some of them offer you the 
option of unloading goods on arrival, and 
some don't. Sometimes you'll get a confir- 
mation dialogue when you click on a 
large purchase; sometimes you just get 
the cash register sound of funds leaving 
your account. 

While there are a lot of factors driving the 
simulation under the hood, too many of 
them stay there. The game offers you little 
feedback on why things happen (and some- 
times even when things happen), leaving 
you to puzzle out myriad complex cause 
and effect relationships through quesswork. 
Why is the sovereign "too busy" to socialize, 
even though she's just standing around in 
the marketplace? Impossible to say. By the 
way, did you know that someone is trying 
to set fire to your smithy? Of course you 
didn't, because the game didn't bother to 
tell you. Hopefully you'll notice before it 
burns to the ground. That girl you wanted 
to court... where does she live? The only 
way to find out is to follow her around until 
she eventually goes home. 

This confusion is unfortunate, because 
that stuff going on under the hood is actu- 
ally the most interesting part of the game. 
Every event in the game is driven by the 
interactions of dozens of characters with 
individual motivations. Everything that 
happens, from a simple mugging on the 
street to the indictment of a high-ranking 
political figure, is the result of a logical sys- 
tem of cause and effect. If only it weren't 
so much work to keep track of it all. 
-Benjamin E. Sones 
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Bree VanDekemp ) 


These Н feel а little too familiar 


RATING Ж GENRE Sims Clone DEVELOPER Liquid Entertainment 
PUBLISHER Buena Vista Games ESRB Teen REQUIREMENTS 
1.4GHz CPU; 256M8 RAM 


esperate Housewives: The Game might 

just as well be called The Sims: Wisteria 
Lane. While there are certainly sillier ideas 
than slapping a coat of soap-opera-colored 
paint on gameplay ripped straight from EA's 
ridiculously successful series, hanging out 
on a virtual version of the most screwed-up 
street on television isn't the pop-culture 
slam-dunk it should be. As the TV show it- 
self is fond of noting, appearances can be 
quite deceiving. 

Appearances are actually the game's best 
asset. Credit goes to Liquid—yes, the same 
guys who gave us RTS gems like 
Battle Realms and Dragonshard—- 
for making the virtual versions 
of Eva Longoria and Teri Hatcher 
look surprisingly good. Given 
the recent spate of games that 
reduce celebs to pixelated 
freaks (see Matrix: Path of Neo 
and King Kang), this qualifies as 
a major accomplishment. 

The rest of the game feels 
more familiar than a season- 
one rerun. As a new housewife 
on the block, you spend your 
hours navigating conversation 
trees with the wacky women of 





Wisteria Lane, trying to root out your neigh- 
bors' dirt and uncover your own shady, am- 
nesiac past. (There's a definite What Lies 
Beneath vibe going on.) Oh, and you have 
to maintain your appearance, happiness. 
and socia! meters by primping, shopping, 
and slapping Bree Van de Kamp, which 
somehow never gets old. 

in case there was lingering doubt as to 
the game's target audience, a series of 
mind-numbing minigames are here to send 
serious gamers —and. in all likelihood, the 
president of NOW —in search of a bottle of 
Drano to guzzle. Mouse-clicking to chop in- 
gredients for hubby s dinner? Spraying qar- 
den pests? Blatantly cheating Gabrielle and 
Lynette out of their cash at the neighbor- 
hood game of Texas Hold Em? 

Not even the most jaded gamers are this 
desperate. -Aaron R. Conklin 


(above] Bree Van De Kamp, mere seconds before 1 slap her. [belaw] 
Тегі Hatcher s looking surprisingly good. 
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Just Cause and Scarface: The World Is Yours take on the big bad 
Grand Theft Auto series, with mixed results BY STEVE BAUMAN 


onsidering the success of the Grand 

Theft Auto series, it shouldn't be too 

surprising to see a number of games 
that clone its style of gameplay come out 
within a few weeks. Since the end of sum- 
mer, three high-profile ones have hit 
shelves: Saints Row for the Xbox 360 and the 
two more recent ones reviewed here, Just 
Cause (Eidos/Mature/* ж?) and Scarface: 
The World Is Yours (Vivendi Universal 
Games/Mature/ Ж Ж * 14). it's actually sur- 
prising that there aren't more of them. But, 
as is true of The Sims, it's not easy to clone 
these games well. 

Both Just Cause and Scarface follow the 
formula: You take on a series of missions 
that involve lots of shooting and driving. Or 
shooting while driving. Or shooting at peo- 
ple as they drive. Both are console ports 
and use many of their conventions, like 
autO-aiming, save areas, and slightly dodgy 
controls. Just Cause has a better mouse/key- 
board interface, while Scarface is really only 
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playable with a gamepad. Just Cause is 
pretty middling, overall, and does little with 
its “revolutionary” premise. !t delivers some 
decent sandbox-style entertainment, but 
many of the details fee! off, The slightly 


creakier Scarface, with its PS2-level visuals 
and clunkler controls, is much more elabo- 
rate, giddily embracing the worst elements 
of the world of cocaine trafficking and turn- 
ing them into one giant, profanely repeti- 
tive joke. Kind of like the movie. 

Both games feature large, interactive 
worlds. In Just Cause, you're Rico Rodriguez, 
the world's most nimble CIA agent. He's 
sent to the nice tropical island of San 
Esperito to do a little bit of overthrowing. As 


j^ : Scarface: I'm not Al Pacino, but I'm 
close enough. 


Balls+30 
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in Grand Theft Auto, a series of fixed mis- 
sions move the cutscene-driven plot for- 
ward, but you're free to explore the island 
on your own. There are side quests you can 
obtain from different cities you "liberate, 
but they're mostly terrible and repetitive. 
While the storyline in Just Cause is simple 
and predictable, Scarface is wonderfully stu- 
pid. It starts where the movie ends, only in- 
stead of Tony Montana's being gunned 
down by thugs in the most over-the-top 
shootout in movie history, he survives to re- 
build his empire. (He still has his leisure 
suits, but apparently didn't put any money 
away for a rainy day.) So it's back to the day- 


to-day grind of being a cocaine dealer. 
Though storylines serve the basic pur- 
pose of giving you a reason to play, the 
most important character in every Grand 
Theft Auta game is the city itself. Liberty 
City, Vice City, and the areas that make up 
San Andreas are packed full of places to go 
and things to see, and they are virtual won- 
derlands compared with the dull, flavoriess 
worlds of Just Cause and Scarface. There's no 
comparison between Scarface's mare realis- 
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with a bang, but kind of © 
goes downhill from there. 


tic Miami and the pseudo-version from Vice 
City. The world of Scarface feels closer to 
True Crime, which isn't a compliment.» 

Just Cause ramps up the graphics by a 
significant measure—this is a good-looking 
game, though the poor animation shows its 
not-quite next-generation-ness. However, 
its lush banana republic is boring, featuring 
long stretches of Jungle with tiny areas of 
interest in between. It’s as if San Andreas 
were made up completely of Red County, 
without Los Santos, San Fierro, or Las 
Venturas. It's one thing to advertise a bigger 
area; it’s another to populate it with some- 
thing interesting. 

Once you've done something horribly vi- 
olent, both games replicate the GTA-style 
kamikaze police, for better or worse. The 
omniscient soldiers and cops that con- 
stantly chase you around in Just Cause are 
an annoyance, because you can't use the 
lovingly crafted jungle to disappear. 
Scarface has a significantly more Interesting 
system, in which cones appear on your map 
showing how far you need to get away from 
the cops before you lose them. (This as- 
sumes you haven't done something horribly 
bad, like gun down dozens of civilians.) 


While it isn't easy to lose the police, at least 
you have a chance; in Just Cause, it's futile. 

Gunplay isn't a strength of GTA, nor is it 
of Just Cause. There's something that feels 
slightly off about the controls, possibly due 
to an over-reliance on console-style auto- 
aiming. It's like the hand of God— or а de- 
slgner—is guiding your bullets. Scarface, by 
contrast, has combat that's incredibly vis- 
ceral and way over the top. People's heads 
fly off. It lets you know when you shoot 
someone in the knee or the groin. You liter- 
ally have a *Balls" meter that fills as you bru- 
tally kill (and taunt) people, and once it's full 
you release it in a hail of invulnerable, slow- 
motion bullets. Pray no judges or Jack 
Thompson ever see this дате in all its bru- 
tal glory. 

Just Cause adds some crazy skydiving, car 
surfing, and a grappling hook that lets you 
parasail, but its staryline missions are kind 
of dull and predictable. Drive across the ls- 
land, have a shootout, drive back. The vehi- 
cle physics aren't very good, leading to a lot 
of spin-outs. Most of the cars on the island 
are slow and boring junkers, and while the 
occasional motorcycle livens things up, hit- 
ting the brakes makes it do a 180. 





Where Just Cause does little but replicate 
the basic СТА gameplay, Scarface has an 
ambitious metagame where you run your 
cocaine empire. You control territories: It's 
like a much mare fleshed-out version of the 
gang warfare in San Andreas. Though it 
makes you get a bit too hands-on with your 
empire —-aren't you too high up in the food 
chain to be selling baggies to dealers?— 
Scarface does a qood job of living up to its 
superfluous “Fhe World 15 Yours" subtitle. In 
addition to completing missions in each ter- 
ritory to advance your empire, you can buy 
stores to serve as fronts for your coke busi- 
ness, set up surveillance, and hire thugs to 
battle competing gangs and boost your 
teputation. You get a rea! feeling of empire 
building. 

Though the brilliant San Andreas towers 
over these pretenders, both offer some- 
thing that makes them worth а look. While 
Just Cause is a bit by-the-numbers, Scarface 
is way better than it has any right to be. it 
starts over the top and cant go anywhere 
but down from there (though, God help it, it 
tries its best to be even more violent and 
vulgar). Still, it's the best kind of guilty 
pleasure. Just like the movie. 
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Both Defending the Reich and Panzer Campaigns: Stalingrad '42 


have the Reich stuff BY TROY S. GOODFELLOW 


PS Simulations has been churning out combat sims for the last 

15 years, and there's little to distinguish them from one an- 

other besides the setting. Panzer Campaigns: Stalingrad '42 
(жж X) is your typical John Tiller wargame, with a simple interface, 
predictable Al, and a combat engine that doesn't seem that differ- 
ent from the one you'll find in his other games. This means that you 
already know how to play it, but now you have different maps and 
units to mess around with. 

Sralingrad is best known as the beginning of the end for the 
Nazis, but HPS smartly chooses to cover most of the 1942 cam- 
paign. This isn't the siege of the city, but the encirclement of the 
Wehrmacht. Both armies face supply issues and an uncooperative 
climate, so you may find yourself pausing to organize your bedrag- 
gled troops more often than you'd like. 

The Stalingrad scenarios range from small opening encounters to 
full frontal warfare, with variations for multiplayer and "what ifs.” 
There isn't anything truly original here, but the solid design that ex- 
emplifies HPS games is everywhere. The battles are more you versus 
the turn count than you versus the opponent. 

Every now and then, HPS surprises, as they do with Defending 
the Reich (ж ж **), from Jim Lunsford and Gregory Smith. All you 
see on-screen is a map of northwestern Europe and a few nonde- 


74 Computer Games | January 2007... 


TsWrCapalgnStstüsas e 29 Aug = «| 
тг — гъ ee њое ааг س‎ 


eS 
3 
D 
gr 





[clockwise from upper left] Germany (in gray) is a 
hornet’s nest; Britain is off to a poor start; Not the 
most flattering lack; Old fashioned wargame. 


script buttons. From this unappealing start, you fight the air war 
over Germany. As the Allies, your job is easy. It’s 1943, so the 
Luftwaffe isn't much of a threat. You just have to avoid losing too 
many bombers. 

It is "defending" the Reich, though, so the real challenge comes 
from directing the German side. Your radar is iffy, your airfields are 
scattered, and replacement planes don't come fast enough. It’s a 
race against the clock as you try to find and then kill the Allied 
bombers. There are some serious choices to be made on both sides 
about mission types, decoys, early detection, and research. The in- 
terface takes some getting used to, and it sometimes feels as if 
bombing fleets materialize over Saxony without being detected. 
You should blame your radar, but better feedback about what is 
going on would be appreclated. Some technica! problems also pre- 
vent thorough enjoyment. 

Most serious wargames on the market today are closer to the 
Stalingrad model: turn-based, hex-based, and best played against a 
human. This pattern has produced industry stability and a wide 
range of scenarios for play. Defending the Reich feels familiar, like 
you should have played this before—and you may have, 15 years 
ago. But its quasi-real-time format could open a new window for 
HPS. Here's hoping they jump through it. 





f the appeal of retro games lies in revisiting the primitive 
games of your youth on your multi-thousand-dollar gam- 
ing PC, there's no easier and better way to bring back those 

memories of Clearasil and unfortunate fashion choices than 

with GameTap. It launched a year ago with a decent number 

of so-so games, but 

today it has over 700 

available to people 

willing to fork over 

$10 a month. The : 

service has also 

branched out to de- 

liver new games for download, the first being Sam & Max. 

But what's the point of all of this? God knows there are plenty 
of compilations that have many of these games in some form or 
another. There's MAME32 for your retro arcade fun. There are 
Sega Genesis, Commodore 64, and Atari 2600 emulators of vari- 
ous levels of usefulness. And modern titles, like FarCry, Serious 
Sam, and Prínce of Persia, can be had for the cost of one month. 

But there's something to be said for having all of those games 
available in one place, with one common interface, and for its all 
being legit. Want to play some Shining Force? If you've lost your 
Genesis cartridge, you'll first need to figure out which emulator 
to use and then track down a ROM of dubious legality. There's 
generally a lot of tweaking to do and controllers to set up. 
Assuming your machine doesn't end up riddled with spyware 
from all the crappy sites that host ROMs, you might actually get 
the game to run properly. 

Or you can log into your GameTap account and, while you're 
waiting for it to download—well, there's really no waiting for 
most of the really old games—check out the controls, look at 
some basic information about the game, or watch some Space 
Ghost videos. You can play for a while and then save your game 
at any point, even If the game has no support for saves. (it just 
saves the entire state of the game at that exact moment.) 

Because most of these games are emulated, there are some 
minor issues. Oddly enough, the ones with the most compatibil- 
ity problems are DOS and Windows games. That's a small price to 
pay for access to titles like Zork, Might and Magic lil (and the Xeen 
twins), Panzer General Il, Civilization Ml, Planescape Torment, Age of 
Wonders, and lots more. It's a terrific selection covering most 
genres from the last 20 ycars of PC games. 

Purists will no doubt find fault with the emulated games too, 
mostly because of frame-rate issues, minor visual glitches, and a 
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general "off" feel versus the original. If you really want to get the 
most out of the arcade or console games, you ll want something 
like an X-Arcade controller instead of a standard gamepad. 
(You'll hate the Xbox 360 D-pad even more than you already do 
after playing a Genesis game for a few minutes. It's terrible.) 

Though it has a black mark against it, namely requiring people 
to make a phone call to cancel the service—-come on, people, 
the easier a service is to cancel, the more likely peaple are to re- 
turn—GameTap's improvements over the course of its first year 
are nothing short of miraculous. The harsh truth of retro gaming 
is that most of your old-school favorites aren't half as good as 
you remember them. But there's still a whole lot of entertain- 
ment to be had here. Though it seemed like a lousy idea at 
launch, the service has matured enough to become an indispen- 
sable part of any serious gamer's library. | 























More Kid Stuff 


Five games for the younger set face their harshest critic—an actual kid BY ASHLEY ABNER, AS TOLD TO WILLIAM ABNER 





Sure, we could review kids' games as adults. We could try to figure 
out how our 5- to 10-year-old self would react to these candy-col- 
ored confections. Alternatively, we could just get a kid to review 
the things, which is what we've done here by assigning the games 
to Ashley Abner, the five-year-old daughter of William Abner. 
What follow are her opinions of these games. We should all be so 
direct with our criticisms. 


Cars when my dad said he wanted me to play a racing game, | got 
scared. The only time I tried one was the part in LEGO Star Wars 
when you had to do laps in the desert, which was really, really hard! 
| had Dad do that part, so ! wasn't sure if ! would like racing games. 
Dad said we could do this one on the Xbox, which is more fun for 
me because | like the small controller. | really liked the Cars movie 
and | wanted to play as Lightning McQueen! | hope Dad can find 
more games like this, because we had a lot of fun. | could talk to all 
of the cars from the movie and get into races, which were a lot eas- 
ier than the race in LEGO Star Wars. The best part is that | could race 
with my dad on the same screen. It makes it harder to see but it was 
still fun. ЖЖЖЖ 


Great Journey: Mr. Penguin's Letter | had never played a game like 
this before. This is a story game, and not one where | needed to click 
a lot of buttons. Dad read the words to me so I knew what was going 
on. | loved this game. You travel to а lot of different places and meet a 
lot of cool people and creatures and play the story. Some of the parts 
were hard, but Dad helped me when | got stuck. it looked like | was 
playing inside of a cartoon, which was really cool. ж Ж xk xk ж 


All of the cars and their voices are in the Cars videogame; My Sim Aquarium is an 
ideal “sim” for a preschooler; Scrat is the highlight of Ice Age 2: The Meltdown 
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Ice Age 2: The Meltdown This game was hard to play on Dad's 
computer because | had to use the keyboard, so we played to- 
gether, which helped a lot. | tried to use the gamepad, but | just 
like the Xbox controller a lot better. | didn't like the new Ice Age 
movie, so | didn't like the game much, either. | did like that you got 
to use Scrat and talk to some of the characters from the movie, but 
the game got boring because | did the same stuff over and over 
again. * X 


My Sim Aquarium | didn't think | would like this game, because the 
box looked boring, but I'm glad 1 played it. | want to have a real fish 
tank, but Dad said that | had to take care of my fake fish first, and if | 
did a good job maybe | could get a real one for my birthday in 
October. This game is neat because you can put new stuff inside 
your tank, like castles, plants, and sea shells, and the fish swim 
around them. | like that you can buy different types of fish and that 
they die if you don't feed them. Every morning when | get up, | 
check on my fish to see how much bigger they are. Dad said I'm 
doing such a good job that he's getting me the real fish soon. | love 
this game. * Xxx ж 


Over the Hedge | kind of liked this game, but 1 liked the movie bet- 
ter. Dad said he sort of cheated, because we tried to play this on the 
computer but it was too hard for me to control the characters, so he 
bought it for the Xbox and it was a lot more fun. The best part was 
that we could play as a team just like LEGO Star Wars. | controlled RJ 
the raccoon and Dad controlled the turtle. This isn't as cool as Star 
Wars, but it's still fun. Ж ЖЖ 
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p Saints Row might be the best 
current implementation of the Grand 

Theft Auto formula, but Bully is the 
most clever. It appreciates the high- 
stakes drama of being in school. It's to 
gaming what Election is to power strug- 
gles or Cruel intentions is to Shakespeare. 
Bully understands that the supposed hal- 
cyon days of school aren't the stuff of 
Saved by the Bell. From the inside, to a kid 
in the thick of it, school is serious busi- 
ness, Real life-and-death stuff. 

Not that Bully is without humor. It's 
very much one of Rockstar's 
uniquely stylized worlds, and 
arguably the best written. 
Like the University expansion 
for The Sims 2, Bully uses 
school life to set up a system 
of game rules, leaving room 
for player freedom between 
pieces of classwork. But, un- 
like The Sims 2, this is a 
vividly presented world, with 
fleshed-out characters, 
cliques, and locations, all tied 
together by a narrative with 
real pull. The story hits the 
important beats of school life: 
discovering girls, getting popular, moving off campus, working a 
job, holidays, and eventually even summer break. · 

It still uses the GTA conventions of missions, combat, stealth, 
inventory, collecting, vehicles, and so on. But they're all wonder- 
fully realized within the context of the fiction, Instead of fatalities, 
for Instance, there are humiliations like hocking a loogie and rub- 
bing it in someone's face. It's a bloodless romp through the tribu- 
lations of youth. 

The only more richly realized world this year is that of Clover 
Studios‘ Okami, which is a Zelda-style RPG set in an enchanting and 
bizarre swirl of Japanese mythology. With its colorful cel-shaded 
artwork, unsettlingly funky character design, and fluid, convincing 
animation, you won't find a better-looking game this year. This is 
quite a feat, considering Okami is a PlayStation 2 game, but it 
demonstrates that next-generation graphics aren't inherently better 
if you're striving for something more than mere photorealism. 

Just as the visuals evoke Japanese watercolors, so does the 
basic aesthetic. The central concept is the wonder of nature, in 
which Man and his empires have a small role in the corner of the 
screen. Okami regularly explodes with grand trees, flowers, and 
wildlife. You play a god in the body of a wolf, traveling ancient 
Japan to save It by waking up trees, repairing the world, and res- 
cuing gods. It's a story not of conquest but of restoration. Your 
tool isn't a magic weapon, but a divine paintbrush that pauses 
the world and lets you use the analog stick to draw shapes. it's 


[clockwise from top) Bully, Okami, God Hand 


similar to the mouse gestures from Black À White, and the paint- 
ing even figures in combat. This is a long game, and it sometimes 
feels drawn out and tod clotted with text, but it's one of the mast 
memorable places а videogame will take you. 

Okami was created by Clover Studios, an internal development 
group within Capcom that was shut down in October. Its last 
game was God Hand, which was released shortly after Ока, 
The two qames—-both wonderful —couldmn't be more diferent. 
Unlike Okami’s lush visuals, God Hand's graphics and tech are 
coarse but effective. Okami s combat {5 forgiving and even a bit 
peripheral; God Hand's combat is challenging, and it's the core of 
the game. This is a single-player fighting game in the tradition of 
Double Dragon or Streets of Rage, but in full 3D, of course. It's got 
a simple, accessible, and Hexible combat system. You don't have 
to memorize combos or master obscure timing tricks; instead, 
you collect moves and then plug them into the controllers but- 
tons. Change it up as you go. DIY pugilism. 

What keeps the game moving is its sense of humor, every bit 
as outrageous as Okami is exotic. Okami is pure Hayao Miyazaki, 
but God Hand is a delirious mish-mash of Kung Fu Hustle, the 
Three Stooges, Tex Avery, and South Park. It's à sad irony that in 
the month the PlayStation 3 debuts, some of the best games you 
can play on Sony's hardware —heck, on any hardware, console or 
otherwise—are for the PS2. With lame duck games like these, 
who needs next-gen? S 
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В A f ith Windows Vista scheduled for re- 
IM lease in January, both NVIDIA and 

w ¥ ATi have been working on their next- 
generation graphics card platforms. NVIDIA 
Is first out of the game with the world's first 
DirectX 10-compliant graphics card, the 
GeForce 8800GTX. 

The 8800GTX's core clocks in at 575MHz 
and features 768MB of DDR3 that runs at 
900MHz. NVIDIA has worked a great deal on 
improving image quality with the G80 core, 
with new 16X anti-aliasing and support for 
AA and 128-bit HDR. To make room for 
everything on the card, NVIDIA has ex- 
tended the length of the printed circuit 
board to 10.5 inches, more than two inches 
longer than the GeForce 7950GX2. The card 
also requires two six-pin PCI Express power 
adapters to be plugged in at all times. At 
a minimum, you need a solid 450W 
power supply just to run your 
PC with the card, and if 
you intend to run the 
cards in SLI, at 
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least an 800W one is suggested. 

The 8800GTX also features two SLI con- 
nectors on the top-left corner of the card. 
Their use is not yet announced, but it has 
been speculated that they either connect a 
separate NVIDIA physics card to an SLI 
setup or connect three one-slot graphics 
cards for a three-way SLI setup. All that 
combined with its $599 e-tail price tag 
makes the card the new definition of enthu- 
siast-class PC parts. 

Coupled with the launch of the GeForce 
BBOOGTX comes an update to NVIDIA's Intel- 
based enthusiast-class nForce motherboard 
platform, the nForce 680i SLI. NVIDIA's 
nForce 680i SLI features a new 90nm design 
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HARDWARE 


BENCHMARKS 


3DMark06 


GeForce 8800GTX 
GeForce 7950GX2 
Radeon X1950XTX 


3DMark05 


1600x1200 
9515 
7549 
5809 


1600x1200 


1920x1200 
8921 
6923 
5371 


1920x1200 


2560x1600 
6904 
4351 
4028 


2560x1600 


F.E.A.R. 

GeForce 8800GTX 
GeForce 7950GX2 
Radeon X1950XTX 


1600x1200 
85 
76 
56 


1920x1200 
69 
66 
50 


2560x1600 
33 
25 
23 


GeForce 8800GTX 14910 14216 
GeForce 7950GX2 12521 11649 
Radeon X1950XTX 10281 9570 


Half-Life 2: Lost Coast 1600x1200 


that has a revamped dual DDR2 memory 
controller for increased memory perform- 
ance and overclocking headroom, three 
PCle 16X slots, and a new integrated pre- 
processor that reduces internal system la- 
tency. 

Testing the GeForce 8800GTX proved to 
be a bit tricky. The truth is, it barely breaks a 
sweat running at resolutions below 
1600x1200. In order to push the card to its 
limits, Dell supplied its 30-inch 3007WFP 
LCD display—with its 2560x1600 native res- 
olution—for this test. We tested the 
8800GTX against the two current perform- 
ance leaders, NVIDIA's own GeForce 


1920x1200 
GeForce 8800GTX 172.45 159.42 
GeForce 7950GX2 152.15 134.49 
Radeon X1950XTX 123.05 106.86 


11356 SLI 
7940 Half-Life 2: Lost Coast 
7072 F.E.A.R. 


2560x1600 
96.67 


1600x1200 
171.85 167.34 161 
141 13 64 


1920х1200 2560х1600 


69.64 Test machine: 2.93GHz Intel Core 2 Extreme X6800; EVGA nForce 680i SLI 
71.91 Motherboard: 2 1GB Corsair XMS DDR2800. All tests run with 4X AA, 8X AF 


7950GX2 and ATI's flagship card, the 
Radeon X1950XT X. 

As you can see from the testing, the 
8800GTX is fast. Very, very fast. Its unified 
shader architecture and tremendous clock 
speeds simply blow the 7950GX2 and 
X1950XTX out of the water, with the card 
managing just under 100 FPS while playing 
Half Life 2: Lost Coast at 2560x1600 at 4X AA 
and 8X AF. In SLI mode, games at 
2560x1600 performed the same as those 
running at 1600x1200 on current high-end 
cards. 

But what about DirectX 10 performance? 
There are two problems with testing this 





card under DX10. First, Windows Vista was- 
n't final at press time. An even bigger prob- 
lem is that there are no DX10 games or 
benchmarks. When Vista finally ships and 
some benchmark tools are made available, 
we'll revisit this card, most likely next to 
АТІ first DX10 card, codenamed R600. 

In the meantime, the GeForce 8800GTX 
is without question the fastest graphics 
card on the market right now. If you're 
looking for incredibly vivid, high-resolution 
gaming performance today, with peace of 
mind in the certainty that you'll be able to 
play the games of tomorrow, this is the 
card for you. W 





T Bought a Headache 


17305 LM1745 tries to deliver 3D images to the masses. . . 
the masses that can afford a $1299 17-inch display, at least 





MANUFACTURER Heurok Optics MSRP $1299 RATING ЖУ» 


lot of companies have tried to produce 3D Images, mostly 
Û s goggles you wear on your head. They're known more 

for producing headaches and laughter than for their stun- 
ning, out-of-screen, coming-right-at-you 3D effects. 

iZ3D's LM1745 is a 17-inch LCD that drops the goggles and 
displays 3D Images when viewed with its included polarized 
glasses. (They have a great retro '70s look; sure, you look stupid, 
but stylishly so. Any off-the-shelf polarized glasses will work, 
however.) It's essentially two LCD panels, driven by the two out- 
puts of your NVIDIA videocard (sorry, ATI owners); the two sig- 
nals are offset from each other to produce 3D images. 

The 3D Is impressive, at least in some specific applications, 
The demos are terrific showcases, but the effects in current 
commercial games are less impressive, Even after a lot of tweak- 
ing of and fiddling with the driver settings, the 3D effects were 
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minimal. And after a couple of hours of testing, there were is- 
sues of headaches and eyestrain, something this implementa- 
tion of 3D is supposed to reduce. Making matters worse, not 
everyone can see the 3D effects. It just doesn't work with some 
people's brains. 

One side effect of the dual LCD panel setup is that your nor- 
mal Windows desktop and games look blurry compared with 
images on a normal LCD. So we're 
talking about a $1299 17-inch 
display that produces slightly 
blurry non-3D visuals, requires 
an NVIDIA videocard with 
dual DVI outputs (that’s most 
cards released in the past 
couple of years), and is only 
so-so when it comes to 
producing 3D in current 
games for some people. 
While the Idea of a 3D 
display is interesting, 
this is a product that's ahead 
of its time. 
-Steve Bauman 
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HARDWARE 


technicalities 


We Need 
More Cowbell 


One of the average gamer's biggest complaints 
may need its own instrument 





f you can remember back to the dawn of the personal 
| computer (an ancient two decades and change ago), you 
Û know that computers were very, very expensive. A bare- 
bones 4.77MHz motherboard with no RAM (but expandable 
to 640KB!) and pretty much nothing else cost several thou- 
sand dollars. Everything was extremely sensitive to static 
electricity (still is, to a certain degree), and, well, you really 
had to know what you were doing in order to get a machine 
up and functioning. 

If you were a "serious" computer user and needed extra 
power, you could purchase an 
FPU, or floating-point processor. 
This extra chip tamed spread- 
sheets on a Kaypro and made 
number crunching fly by. As in, 
you could sort 10,000 numbers 
in around 5-6 seconds! Imagine 
that. 

Over time, the processors got 
faster and faster and started to 
incorporate all of the features of 
the FPU into the CPU. Today, we 
have processors with multiple 


"If we want our Al to pass the Turing test, 
wouldn't having its own dedicated 
processor be a step in the right direction? 


cores and speeds nearing 4GHz, which is more than enough 
to eat the extremely complex math required by many of 
today's hottest games. 

As if that weren't enough, the videocard industry saw fit 
to unload the vast majority of the math required to do all 
those three-dimensional environments, particle effects, and 
coo! explosions from the CPU. The GPU (Graphical 
Processing Unit) from NVIDIA and the VPU (Video Processing 
Unit) from ATI both accomplish nearly the same thing. Since 
fast, high-resolution graphics require unbelievable amounts 
of computational power, the idea is that, when you unload 
that burden from the CPU and dump it onto the videocard, 
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the CPU is free to do a ton of other stuff. It can process 
sound and let you play your MP3s in the background, or let 
you Alt-Tab away from your games without too much stress. 
(Even high-end sound cards have their own processors on 
them, to take even more of a burden off the CPU.) 

So, what have the videogame companies done with all 
this extra processing power? They've mostly thrown it into 
increasingly complex physics engines. When you shoot the 
water, the ripples behave realistically (and reflect the sur- 
roundings properly, thanks to the videocard). When you 
knock that sniper out of the tower, his body plops to the 
ground and bounces like he's Rubberman on a mission. 
When you wreck your car, pieces fly everywhere in an over- 
stated, yet somehow believable, manner. 

With all of this horsepower available, what's one of the 
main issues we gamers (and reviewers) have with today's 
games? How many times have you read something like this: 
"The graphics are great, the sound is magnificent, and the 
explosions are spectacular! Too bad the AI is braindead"? 
One of the biggest remaining hurdles is also one of the 
most difficult: How do you get your virtual teammates not 
to act like idiots? How do you get the enemies not to stand 
around firing blindly on top of a pile of their fallen brethren? 

I've asked many developers this question. John Carmack 
of id Software responded that, because their games use 
aliens, they don't have to worry about Al. Cliff Blezinski at 
Epic Games once told me that the processing power simply 
wasn't there. To test this for yourself, do a fly-by demo in 
Unreal Tournament 2004 and look at your frame rate. Now, 
try the same demo with the built-in A! players. Your frame 
rate will be about a quarter of its previous pass. 

This problem makes you wonder if the secondary proces- 
sor will eventually return to handle Al. Dual-core chips seem 
to hold this promise, having the potential to let Al run on 
one core while the other handles the rest of the game pro- 
cessing. But, until games are written to take advantage of 
this capability, dual-core chips will be only slightly faster 
than single-core ones at the same speed. When it comes to 
price, two single-core CPUs can cost significantly less than a 
higher-end dual-core chip. Though having everything on 
one chip is nice (faster response times and so on), who 
wouldn't go for two low-cost processors sitting next to each 
other for half the price? 

| don't know whether multiple processors are a viable so- 
lution to the Al problem. But if we want our A! to come 
close to passing the Turing test, wouldn't having its own 
dedicated processor— be it a second CPU, another core, or 
some Al chip—be a step in the right direction? It's worked 
for graphics and sound, so why not AI? I'm no engineer, but 
if you think you have a better solution, feel free to let us 
know here at editor&cgonline.com. 

In the meantime, I’m going to line up 20 enemies in a 
stairwell one at a time. They're easier to pick off that way. Ш 
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Chill Stream Gamepad tovitecnis39 x x x x 
This inexpensive and lightweight gamepad 
mimics the Xbox 360 controller layout, only 
the Chill Stream has a slightly classier feel, 
owing to Logitech's use of an extremely 
comfortable, soft, rubber-textured material 
on the surface of the gamepad. Your hands 
will believe it's expensive, even as your fin- 
gers press buttons that feel kind of cheap. 
The Chill Stream's big draw is its three- 
speed fan that blows cool air on your hands 
as you play. This isn't exactly revolutionary—Nyko did it a couple of years ago with its Air 


Flo line—but it is effective. If you want to save a bit of money over Microsoft's pricier Xbox 
360 Controller for Windows, this is a good choice, -Steve Bauman 





SteelPad QcK Heavy sot treting/s29 x x 
This "Professional Gaming Mouse Pad" has that 
unfortunate cloth-mousepad/rubber-backing 
smell you know and love from the days of 
those Staples pads. But instead of their clunky 
surfaces, which actively hindered your mouse, 
the QcK has a soft surface that lets your mouse 
track perfectly. The "Heavy" in the name refers 
to its size and thickness (17x15 inches and 0.25 
inches, respectively), which, while noteworthy compared with other 
mousepads, aren't a big deal (har). Still, the QcK won't slide around on 
your desk, plus it's endorsed by Russian Quake player mouz|cooller and "tested and ap- 
proved by zonic and hpx from Team NoA.’ That probably means it's good. -Steve Bauman 


| 


It’s hard to say exactly what is the deal with this case/computer mod, since its none 
page is entirely in Japanese. Is it extreme-retro, or some kind of steampunk design: 
Who cares? It sure looks cool. Have an interesting case mod of your own? Submit it to 


editor@cgoniine.com. 














Help! My parents’ computer is 
g full of spyware and maybe a 


WA. a virus, and it's making World of 


WarCraft unplayable! Help! -Blastilda 


Nuke it from orbit. It's the only 
% „ way to be sure. 

la Getting rid of some spyware 
can take an act of God, or of Bill 
Gates. It re- 
quires run- 
ning pro- 
grams like 
Ad Aware 
and Spybot: 
Search & 
Destroy and 
praying they 
find every- 
thing. Sometimes it’s nearly impossi- 
ble to get rid of this crap, So, if things 
are really bad, consider a fresh 
Windows install, upgrade to Internet 
Explorer 7, install Firefox or Opera 
and use them instead of IE, and do a 
better job protecting yourself from 
these things in the first place. 1 use 
free software to protect my own PC: 
AVG Anti-Virus and Windows Defender 
(which, for now, is free from 
Microsoft). | also have a hardware fire- 
wall in my router. I've never had spy- 
ware or virus problems, and ! mostly 
use Internet Explorer. 


When should | pick up a 
a DirectX 10 videocard? I’ve got 
UK a $200 burning a hole in my 
pocket today. -Ralph Harrison 


You can make a case for not 
a Waiting and spending your 

A Wa hard-earned cash today. But 
let's consider a bit of history. The last 
big change-over in videocards oc- 
curred with pixel shaders and the 
move from DirectX 7 to 9. It took a 
while for people to make the switch. 
DX10 is tied to Vista, 50 you can ex- 
pect an even slower move to DXIO. 

In the short term, plenty of games 
will offer DX10 doo-dads, mostly for 
marketing purposes. There will be 
too many Windows XP users and 
people with DXS-only videocards for 
anyone to go 100% DX10 for quite a 
while. Rernember, new technology 
doesn't kill off older technology; only 
the adoption of new technology 
does that. 


ie (17 ай a i aw RR a"‏ و سے ی ن سج ت ی 
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road to nowhere 


by Cindy Yans 


From Beta to Genesis 


No matter how well-tested it is, you're just not looking 
at the same game 





"E he flight sim pilot stares at the console he has come to 
know so well, a study in steely concentration, as he 
L ceaselessly guides the "aircraft" to its final goal. All of a 

sudden, as onlookers watch, he is pelted with lethal doses 
of radiation. Still he flies, until he can no longer fly. He dies, 
never really knowing what hit him, as the onlookers watch. 
Another pilot is brought in to the room of premium lead- 
lined metal and veneer walls and doors, and is strapped into 
the same arcade flight sim. The chimpanzee flyer is left 
alone as the doors close, and the outside observers look on. 

All of a sudden, Matthew Broderick bursts into the gallery 
shouting something like,"No! Stop! You don't understand! 
This experiment is useless!" 
He explains to the onlookers 
that the chimps they're ob- 
serving can in no way simu- 
late or predict how human 
pilots will react in a similar 
situation. “The chimp will 
continue to fly because he 
has no idea that in a few sec- 
onds he's going to be 
lethally irradiated,” he ex- 
plains. “A human pilot will 
react differently because he 
knows he's about to die^ 

If this scenario is unfamil- 


"MMO developers don't have chimps 
to experiment with. Instead they 
have beta testers" 


iar, it's the climactic crux of the old film Project X, in which 
the government uses trained chimps to try and simulate 
human behavior during a nuclear attack. The heartbreaking 
death scene of the simian actor "Razzberry" is generally а 
two-Kleenex event for animal rights activists. 

MMO developers don't have chimps to experiment with, 
though (unless there are a bunch of top secret chimp testers 
behind lead-lined doors somewhere in the dark recesses of 
some QA department). Instead they have beta testers... ex- 
cept that they're probably just as unlikely as lower primates 
to behave in the same way as future players. And it's inter- 
esting how different the dynamic is: 
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Beta: 
“Here, please take this jeweled Adamantium Sword of Orc 


smiting, | really don't need it.” 
“Oh, no, ! couldn't? 
“Please! 1 insist." 


Live: 
“WTS Adam sword of Orc smiting. 200 plat FIRM? 


Beta: 

"Does anyone know where the spittle-faced kingpin baton 
twirler is? I've been looking for a really long time.” 

[10 helpful answers immediately appear in the main chat chan- 


nel.] 


Live: 
“WTS Adam sword of Orc smiting. 200 plat FIRM.’ 


You get the idea. 

| am currently playing in three or four betas, and | notice 
how differently things go—sometimes very subtle things. 
For instance, | know l'm there for the short term, but | still 
gather every tradeskill item in sight. Then, when my bags 
are full, if I’m near a merchant, | sell the raw materials. If I'm 
in the wild, | destroy them, simply to pick up something else 
worth exactly the same or less, because deep down | realize 
that the whole thing is pointless. 

When it's not a beta situation, Га probably die before Га 
destroy a rat tail. Seriously. And crafting items? They go di- 
rectly into the bank for future use or sale, with wealth as the 
prime directive. 

Since beta players are so much nicer, helpful, and gener- 
ous, it makes me wonder: Do these same people play the 
live game? And, if so, where the hell are they hiding? I'd bet 
that most of them simply play betas, because there, the 
grief quotient is pretty small. it's not because they don't 
want to deal with the monthly fee, and not because they 
want to illustrate their [33tness for "being first.” It’s because 
week after week, month after month, banded together in 
guilds they know are going to die, they play avatars they 
know are going to die, in a world that'll never be the same. 
They battle through the lag, and the disconnects, and the 
unbalanced classes, and the broken quests because they 
want to make the game world a better place. 

That sounds pretty sappy and idealistic, | know, but as a 
friend of mine said, "Just when it gets really good, [the 
testers] fade away, leaving the fanboys and the whiners to 
take the reins and power-level the first week so they can be- 
come the instant king of the mountain" These false kings 
then set the tone—which can be good or bad, but by re- 
moving the "good guys,” it sadly seems to skew toward the 
bad. The testers don't act and react the way normal players 
would, because they're in an environment that wasn't paved 
by normal players. Like the chimps who don't know they're 
going to die, they're the Gnomes, Soldiers, Witches, and 
Elves who don't know they're going to get ganked. 

this is why it's only after release that the real problems 
get solved. The ones created by the геа! players. $ 
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орат, The Joy of 


Probably one of the most versatile 
terms, in MMOs or outside them, is 
“spam.” It can mean any of the 
following: 


1 To repeat a message in a public chat 
channel—whether offering to buy or sell 
something, trying to find a group, or ask- 
ing a question—over and over again. 4 To deploy a combat ability many times 
This is annoying and disrupts the normal іп succession, usually very quickly. 
flow of communication. If it becomes Example: “I was so nearly pwned, but 
continuous, it can result in suspension then | spammed Whirling Carnivore, and 
from posting in the channel at all. hit the bastard around 20 times in five 
seconds!" 





2 A posted message that is nonsensical 
and completely useless to anyone; often 
shouted. Example: "BuppinPUFFIN 
Weeniehead@@!! 
"BuppinPUFFIN Weeniehead@e@!! 
"BuppinPUFFIN Weeniehead@e@!!” 


5 To cast bunches of spells in a public 
noncombat zone, as in town. When peo- 
ple buff their entire party, for example, 
while standing at the bank or something, 
the spell effects not only are visually in- 
trusive but may cause unplayable lag. 

3 The resulting text left by a spammer in 

the above scenario. Example: “I'm really 6 For magic users, to cast a spell over and 
sorry, | didn't see what you said, because over again. Example: “Just spam your 
there's all this BuppinPUFFIN heal-over-time until the mob is down, but 
Weeniehead@@!! spam on the screen? not until after the main tank gets aggro” 


I | 
Horde Midlife Crisis 


Get through those pesky middling levels in 
World of WarCraft without (mostly) being 
ganked by Gnomes. 


For the Horde! First of all, there's no guarantee, 

especially on some servers, that you won't run 

into evil Alliance insurgence at any given time 

in World of WarCraft. But here's a reasonable 

strategy for non-instanced leveling up through your 20s and 30s, 

At about level 25, run first through Ashenvale (Splintertree Post). Here, you're likely 
to be able to solo most quests. By all reports, there's not à whole lot of PvP action 
going on in Ashenvale, except in the Splintertree and Astranaar areas proper. | 

Next, hit Thousand Needles (Freewind Post). The earlier quests at least are relatively 
easy to solo, and again, this doesn’t seem to be a huge target for the Alliance. 

At 32, yau can move оп to Shimmering Flats, which should also offer solo-able con- 
tent (beware the Basilisk quest, though, at this level). While there are generally some 
Alliance around, level 30 and up Horde characters seem to predominate. In any case, 
the graveyard is close by. 

Of course, there is Tarren Mill, but oni 
as a hub of PvP, and you can get killed there repeate 

Finally, bringing friends so you don't have to coun 
idea. “Trussssst no onnnnne. 


y if you have stealth. Otherwise, this is known 
dly. 
t on solo content is a really good 
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Funcom extended it« free and play-all- 

you-want offer in Anarchy Online until 

2008.The offer also includes the Notum 
Wars expansion.... 


The much-handled, mishandled, and mis- 
understood Horizons is still experlencing 
growing pains, though its actual 
“growth” is questionable. It was created 
by Artifact Entertainment, then acquired 
by Tulga Games, which sold it to El 
Interactive. At the end of summer 2006, 
Е! and Tulga were presented with a re- 
port that chronicled ali the ways 
Horizons’ account managament function 
was susceptible to attacks from out- 
siders. Anyone breaching the system had 
the opportunity to change payment and 
subscription information, create 
bogus/noncharged/unverified billings, 
rename characters, retrieve sensitive 
server/shard information, activate or ban 
accounts, change account status, add 
promotions (free, military discount, etc.), 
and change/add keys. When the problem 
was reported to the public after a 60-day 
moratorium, IE took the servers down for 
a quick fix. Shortly thereafter, the 
servers were back up, then down, then 
back up again. It's unclaar whether the 
action taken did anything to fix the prob- 
lem, howaver.... 


MU Online publisher K2 Networks sent 
out a notice to remind their players that 
known bug exploitation would not be 
tolerated. Apparently there ware "dead 
zones" where monsters could not attack, 
and players were using them to their ad- 
vantage. "Punishments for violating this 
policy include: Max PK status, a seven 
day ban, or ultimately a permanent ban 
for repaat offenders," says K2.... 
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MODS&ENDS 


out of the box 


by Brett Todd 


Where Have All the 
Good Mods Gone? 


Bemoaning the lack of “never uninstall" mods 





| [ hen you've got a slightly older computer, you spend 

ТЕР alot of time considering the longevity of games on 

your hard drive. Because I’m stuck with a couple of 

measly 80GB drives (I swear they 
didn't seem so small when | 
bought them a couple of years 
ago) and this cuckoo job of cov- 
ering games for a living, every 
couple of weeks now I'm faced 
with tough decisions about 
which golden oldies to keep and 
which to delete. 

Thanks to the annual fall 
Cavalcade of Crap that kicks off 
the Christmas buying season, l've 
had to evict more than a few of 
my long-time faves from my 
drives this past while. All three 
Thief games got kicked to the 
curb for Sid Meier's Railroads!. 
Diablo ll was sent packing for 
Caesar IV. Both Baldur's Gate 
games and their expansions got 


"The Infinity Engine mod scene is currently as 
rampant as a Cialis-enhanced Ron Jeremy.’ 


the boot for Neverwinter Nights 2. And the first Neverwinter 
Nights is hanging on by the skin of an orc's tooth, saved only 
by the fact that it will be a tremendous pain in the ass to re- 
install the 200 or so CDs of the original game and the ex- 
pansion packs. (Note to self —pry open wallet and finally 
shell out $30 for the Diamond edition that comes on DVD.) 
All this angst has got me thinking about mods with long- 
term appeal, a line of thought which quickly led me to real- 
ize that it's been a long time since | had a keeper mod on 
my hard drive. As much as! love the mod scene, it's been 
months since | removed the last mod that came close to tak- 
ing up permanent residence on my system. | can't even re- 
member what it was exactly, although I've got a feeling it 
was the fantastic T2X: Shadows of the Metal Age for Thief il. 
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And boy, does that make me sad. Quite frankly, it's been 
ages since a mod really took off and forced itself onto every- 
body's hard drive for the long haul. Just a few years ago, it 
seemed like everybody had the icons of at least a couple of 
“you'll pry this from my cold dead hands" mods on their 
desktop, alongside never-say-die retail hits like Diablo li and 
Unreal Tournament 2004. Back then, who didn't keep five 
gigs or so set aside for the likes of Counter-Strike, Day of 
Defeat, Desert Combat, or Red Orchestra? 

Now we're in a valley. And, while | have little doubt that 
we'll find ourselves back on a hill again someday soon, l'm 
growing more convinced every day 
that we're going to need a new game 
engine to get there. All of the top 
mods based on current engines like 
Source and Unreal Tournament have ei- 
ther already gone pro with retail edi- 
tions or are well on their way. So | think 
a whole new generation of gaming will 
have to move in before we can once 
again make permanent room for mods 
on our hard drives. 

Problem is, I’m not sure there is a 
game on the horizon that's capable of 
bringing about this revolution. The 
Battlefield phenomenon is totally 
played out, so we'll never see the likes 
of Desert Combat again. All the old 
shooter franchises like DOOM and 
Quake have spent the past couple of 
years pacing in circles like old dogs 
looking for a good place for a nap. And 
tomorrow's hope, Crysis, looks so freak- 
ing demanding that you'll probably 
need to sell a kidney to afford the su- 
percomputer needed to run it. 

So get ready for a bit of a wait, I'm 
afraid. We're probably a year or two 
away from the next wave of modding. But that doesn't 
mean we have to break out a deck of cards or settle for 
(sniff!) playing plain old retail games. Modders are embrac- 
ing the past like never before. The Infinity Engine mod scene 
is currently as rampant as a Cialis-enhanced Ron Jeremy, 
with hundreds of user-made expansions both big and small 
for all of the Baldur's Gate and Icewind Dale games. The Thief 
li scene is still going strong. And the Source engine still 
seems to be spawning a dozen new mods a month, from 
weird software toys to full games, 

Still, | wish that I had that one big gotta-play mod in resi- 
dence on my hard drive. Well, maybe not right now, because 
in a few minutes, I've somehow gotta find enough room 
there to cram in £/ Matador and 1701 AD. & 
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| uckand Eurogames generally don't mix, 
L but don't try telling that to Andreas and 
Karen Seyfarth. The German couple just 
won the coveted 2006 Spiel des Jahres for 
this fiendishly addictive game. This comes 
as no surprise—Andreas also designed 
Puerto Rico. 

The subject matter is a tittle on the dry 
side, as the game takes you back to those 
thrilling 15th-century days when rich fami- 
lies were currying the favor of the central European nobility 
by delivering mail. Playing medieval postman is more enjoy- 
able than it sounds. You score points by picking up city cards 
and stringing together links of post offices. The key is that 
you need to build contiguous routes, so you have to have the 
right cards in hand at all times to collect as many scoring 
bonuses as possible for such achievements as placing post 
offices throughout a province, 

Once you get to know the map, games are extremely en- 
grossing, if luck-heavy. While you can try to block rivals by 
taking cards that you know they want, each city is repre- 
sented so frequently in the deck that this tactic is of little use, 
except maybe in four-player games. You're better off just for- 
mulating an idea of which way you want to go, grabbing the 


CARDBOARD CORNER 
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I f you're one of the many people who leave tears on the pillow 
Í every night, grieving the lack of a sequel to Red Baron, check 
out Big Kid Creations' Dawn Patrol (homepage.ntlworld.com/ 
wrallan/dawn. patrol/news.html). While this Battlefield 2 mod 
doesn't make up for Sierra's irritating 1998 abandonment of the 
greatest WWI flying sim franchise, it still pro- 
vides plenty of hot biplane-on-biplane action. 

Even though this total conversion is just in 
the play test stage, it has a lot of promise. It 
features a single map with conquest, coopera- 
tive, and single-player modes of play, along 
with a handful of the era's most noteworthy 
aircraft, such as the Fokker OR1, the Neuport 
11, and (of course) the Sopwith Camel. 

It even looks pretty good, which is a bit of a 
shocker, since the developers had to halve the 
polygon count on models to maintain 
playable frame rates in dogfights supporting 
up to 32 planes. This is actually a remarkable 
achievement by itself, because the Battlefield 
2 engine is geared toward depicting much 
smaller battles, featuring no more than a 
handful of planes. 

Big Kid is aiming to introduce new aircraft 
from different eras in future builds. Right now, 
though, the team is trying to recruit help from 
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cards that you 
need, and trying to 
get your routes 
down as quickly as 
possible. Everything 
comes down to 
card draws, although you can use royal favors to manipulate 
the deck and do such things as take added cards or clear the 
face-up pool. 

In the end, Thurn and Taxis feels a bit like a postal version 
of Ticket to Ride. Scoring is more complex, and there are more 
options in general gameplay. But the qames are close 
enough that if you enjoy one, you'll almost certainly enjoy 
the other. - Brett Todd 








skinners and mappers to finish work on all plane models and 

spruce up the four "basic" maps already completed. а 
Don't let that scare you away from trying out the play test 

build. Especially if you're also a charter member of the "I Miss 

Red Baron” fan club. -BT 
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Oblivion One-Stop Shopping 
Few games need modding less than Oblivion. It's packed 
with so many quests and creatures and nooks and crannies 
that you'd have to quit your job, divorce your wife, and sell 
your children to find the time to experience everything the 
game has to offer out of the box. But go ahead and install 
Oscuro's Oblivion Overhaul anyhow. This mod seriously im- 
proves on the overall playability of the Bethesda game by 
removing the enemy and item scaling that so annoyed 
some players. With it installed, you. can encounter creatures 
and items at pretty much any time during your adventures. 
So no more highwaymen 
with crazy armor and 
swords, and no more big 
problems with difficulty if 
you wait too long to do the 
Kvatch quest. Needless to 
say, the Overhau! makes the 
basic game a fair bit harder. 
It also makes everything 
much more realistic, and it's 
perfect for those consider- 
ing ways to spice up a sec- 
ond run-through of the 
game. Oh, and it includes 
some new monsters, items, 
dungeons, and books, just in 
case you're one of the half-dozen people who thought the 200 
hours of content in the original game weren't enough. 
jorgeoscuro.googlepages.com 


Fighting the Good Fight 


It's a pretty safe bet that nobody asked for another WWII combat 
simulation, but the guys behind Resistance and Liberation have 
gone ahead and made one regardless. This tactical total conver- 
sion for the Source engine looks impressive, too. Even though it's 
only in beta at present, the mod seems almost retail-quality. 
Misslons will focus on the actions of the 82nd and 101st 
Airbornes during and after the D-Day landings, so you can prob- 
ably expect a few maps along those lines in the finished prod- 
uct. Mod team members prefer to describe Resistance and 
Liberation as an "infantry simulator" rather than a plain old 
shooter, which means that the feel of the game will probably be 
a lot closer to something like Red Orchestra than to Call of Duty. 
There is no release date right now, although the mod team re- 
ports that work is moving along quickly behind the scenes. 
resistanceandliberation.com 


Get the Picture? 


Infinity Engine games never die, they just fade away. And they're 
not even doing a whole lot of that these days, considering the 
number of mods still being cranked out for Baldur's Gate and its 
successors. The Big Picture allows you to cram all of the big 
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{clockwise from top] Resistance and Liberation, Termina! Doom, The Big Picture 


mods for Baldur's Gate Il: Shadows of Amn into one handy install 
and play them as one massive campaign. Currently, it supports 
huge quests like The Darkest Day, Shadows Over Soubar, and 
Tortured Souls; quest mods like Unfinished Business and Deeper 
Shadows of Amn; associated odds and ends such as the 
Baldurdash fix pack; a pile of NPC mods, and— well, isn't that 
enough already? Expect to get a headache Just installing every- 
thing, but at least when you're done you'll be set for adventuring 
on the Sword Coast until at least 2009. spellhoidstudios.net 


Game Within a Game Within a Monster Closet 


Not so much a full-blown mod as it is a nifty experiment, 
Terminal DOOM actually ports the original 1997 id shooter to the 
monitors seen in DOOM 3. Install this program along with the 
WAD files from the original, and you can freely swap between 
the hide-and-seek Intensity of the latest addition to this de- 
monic franchise and the shoot-em-up craziness of the original. 
Just walk up to a monitor, touch the screen, and presto—you're 
blasting pixelated Cacodaemons once again. Creator Battleteam 
made the mod as part of a project that looks at the possibilities 
presented by interactive surfaces in games. Since DOOM 3 
shipped with the rather intriguing ability to display multiple 
Camera views on user-interface surfaces, it was the ideal test 
subject. battleteam.net/tech/fis 








Alt. Games 


By Troy S. Goodfellow 
Swords and Sandals piayahatics 


Most fighting games are less than serious. 
But few are as flippant as Swords and 
Sandals, a cartoon gladiator game that is 
heavy on decapitations and light on simula- 
tion. As your gladiator works his way up the 
ladder, you can, naturally, improve his stats, 
outfit him in better gear, and listen to the 
great theme song over and over again. The 
fighting is a simple matter of balancing your 
endurance with your need to score big hits 
on your enemy. Swords and Sandals is inten- 
tionally silly, but it's made tragic by the fact 
that death is death in this browser game. No 
reloads. No second lives. The arena has no 
mercy. playaholics.com 


The Üdyssey: 
Winds of Athena 


Liquid Dragan Studio: 

Physics engines are the new bloom effect, 
and independent games haven't missed the 
boat. The Odyssey is concerned with the 
physics of wind and water, challenging you 
to direct ships past dangers and through 
contrary gusts by manipulating the flow of 
air. It's more fun than it sounds and provides 
a firm grounding in Newtonian whatnot. 
The heroic Greek theme is well imple- 
mented, as you struggle against mythical 
monsters as well as reefs. As repetitive- 
strain-inducing as the controls are (spin 
here, drag there), you never move your eyes 
from the convoy you have to escort to 
safety. Add some subtle sound effects, and 
you have a very relaxing nautical game. 
liquiddragon.com 





[top ta bottom] Swords and Sandals, The Odyssey: 
Winds of Athena, Toribash 


Toribash Hampa 

Or you can learn anatomy while you play 
with the laws of physics, Toribash is a 
fighting game that lets you plan your 
attacks through the manipulation of 
muscle areas and how much force you 
will use. Once both sides have spent their 
allocated points, the game plays out the 
fight, which inevitably looks ridiculous. With 
practice, you can develop real punching ac- 
tion, though the result still never looks like a 
real scrap. Like all fighting games, Toribash 
is really meant for multiplayer action, 
though the single-player training area lets 
you work out some of the kinks, as well as 
teaching you what happens when you relax 
both ankles. toribash.com 
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Essen 2006 is now over, and it’s clear that 
the biggest hit at the annual German 






boardgame expo was Days of Wonder’s 






BattlelLore. The fantasy wargame from 
acclaimed designer Richard Borg created 
a lot of buzz with its catchy card-driven 
tactics, and high-quality 
board and pieces. Other 
highlights included Rene 
| Wiersma's vaguely 









Carcassonne-like 
Gheos, Dirk Henn's 

Shogun, and Martin 
Wallace's Perikles. 













The Source Engine is М 





now being used to make 
games far the Xbox 360. Right 

now, it's just available for license by pub- 
lishers and developers. But since it sup- 
ports Xbox Live, yau have to wonder 
whether the Source mod scene could be 
permitted to make the move to the con- ` 










sole system in the future. 






Runebound keeps getting bigger and 
bigger. Six new card-pack expansions 
t have already hit stores this fall, and the 
full-blown Sands of A}-Kalim 
add-on is following them ta 
tha shelves. If this keeps 
up, maybe people will fi- 
nally stop paying through 
various oritices for copies 
of the long-out-of- print 

















Talisman, 











Some of the fine folks in the Baldur's 
Gate-modding Pocket Plane Group have 
decided to make a game to call their own. 
Jason Compton and Wesley Weimer have 
formed Planewalker Games and are cur- 
rently working on an RPG called The 
Broken Hourglass, It is set in a fantasy 
land called the Tolmiran Empire and will 
use the all-new WeiNGINE. 
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ARKHAM HOR 
PUBLISHER Fantasy Flight Games PLAYERS 2-8 
PLAYING TIME 3-5 Hours MSRP $49.95 


It's time-consuming and packed with 
finicky rules and fiddly bits, but 
Arkham Horror is still the closest you 
can get to a pen-and-paper RPG vibe 
without actually playing а реп-апа- 
paper RPG. It can be awfully tough for 
fewer than four players. Still, the coop- 
erative nature of the gameplay is a 
blast even when you wind up devoured 
at the end by the likes of Cthulhu or 
Hastur. Add the extra cards and rules of 
the Curse of the Dark Pharaoh and 
Dunwich Horror expansions, released 
this year, and you'll never need to pick 
up a 20-sided die again. 


CAYLUS 


PUBLISHER Ystari Games PLAYERS 2-5 
PLAYING TIME 1-2 Hours MSRP $49.95 


Games about 
castle building 
generally aren’t 
as complex as 
Caylus; then 
again, they 
generally aren't 
as good as 
Caylus, either. 
The story holds 
that you're 
working for the king of France in 1289, 
but the feel is that of a typically ab- 
stract Euro game, even though you're 
erecting buildings, holding tourna- 
ments for royal favors, and contributing 
to castle construction like a good little 
feudal lord. Also, even though there is а 
lot going on here, you're clued in to the 
basics of the rules almost immediately, 
and you can quickly turn to the game's 
innumerable strategic options. 
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COMMANDS & 
COLORS: ANCIENTS 


PUBLISHER GMT Games PLAYERS 2-2 
PLAYING TIME 1-2 Hours MSRP $65.00 


Very pricey, but worth every penny, this 


is an easy-to-learn wargame by the de- 
signer of the acclaimed Memoir ‘44, 
Richard Borg. It relies on similar me- 


chanics to those of the WWII game, with 


custom battle dice and cards that assist 
attacks, so it is very accessible. Ten bat- 
tle scenarios featuring the greatest hits 
of the Second Punic War (that’s the one 
with Hannibal and the elephants, in 
case you were curious) are included, 
and two expansions focusing on an- 
cient Greece and the Near East and 
Rome are expected this winter. 
DESCERT: р 
JOURNEYS IN THE DARK 
PUBLISHER Fantasy Flight Games PLAYERS 2-5 

PLAYING TIME 3-5 Hours MSRP 559.95 


Hope you've got a big table. Dungeon- 
crawling Descent is absolutely massive, 
with hundreds of floor tiles, stand-up 
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doors, and huge plastic monsters. 
It’s set in the Runebound universe 
and uses many of that game's 
characters and creatures, but 
gameplay is very different, given 
that one player takes on a DM role 
and the others guide adventurers. 
Still, the game has plenty of 
charm, as long as you've got lats 
of patience when it comes to set- 
up time. Its expansion, The Well of 
Darkness, is slated to arrive before the 
end of this year. 





INADNCAME 
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PUBLISHER Fantasy Flight Games PLAYERS 2-4 

PLAYING TIME 2-4 Hours MSRP $54.95 


This stalk-and-shoot game owes more 
to Games Workshop's mid-’80s Space 
Hulk than it does to id Software's 
shooter franchise. As in that oldie-but- 
goodie, one player directs monsters 
{demons in this case, not Genestealers) 
through corridors, and the others try to 
gun them down and escape. Don't ex- 
pect much depth here, but there are a 
lot of scenarios available in the game 
and online, plus an official expansion 
set cunningly titled Expansion Set. 
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PUBLISHER Fantasy Flight Games PLAYERS 2-6 

PLAYING TIME 3-5 Hours MSRP $39.95 

This modern take on Games Workshop’s 
classic Talisman is one of the most pop- 
ular boardgames going right now. 
Gameplay is modeled along D&D lines, 
with players competing to be first to 
eradicate the evil of dragon lord 
Margath. Games can drag, though, espe- 
cially when you're playing the Second 
Edition with its considerably tougher 
rules and monster stats. Loads of cheap 
card packs are available to bolster the 
out-of-the-box encounter decks and re- 
place the endgame, along with two full 
expansions іп /sland of Dread and 
Midnight. 


PUBLISHER Rio — Games 
PLAYERS 2-5 PLAYING TIME 1 
Hour MSRP $29.95 





You wouldn't think 

that a game about L 
setting up postal ei fi 
routes in medieval | > 
Europe would be 
all that thrilling, 
but the excellent Thurn and Taxis still 
managed to wow the judges and win the 
2006 Spiel des Jahres. The aim of the 
game is to connect post offices across 
the Central European countryside by 
collecting cards that represent different- 
colored towns. Card drawing is at the 
core of the game, so there is a lot of luck 
involved here—but also a fair bit of 
strategy, as you have to plot out routes 
in advance. 





A 0 “a 


92 + 





an alld ada п єт 2 f э Г Y 
ПОЛЕ IU NIVE 

PUBEISHER Days of Wonder PLAYERS 2-5 

PLAYING TIME 30-60 Minutes MSRP $39.95 


Undemanding 
play anda 
family-friendly 
train theme 
make this 
2004 Spiel des 
Jahres winner 
a sure bet. 
Collecting card sets to place train routes 
is the backbone of the game, although 
sequels such as 2005's Ticket to Ride 
Europe and this year’s Ticket to Ride 
Marklin add more depth, courtesy of 
new options like train stations and pas- 
sengers. You can also play the game on- 
line with a nifty Java applet available at 
the Days of Wonder website. 
| 
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PUBLISHER СМТ Games PLAYERS 2 
PLAYING TIME 2-4 Hours MSRP $57.00 


A Cold War game without much real 
conflict, Twilight Struggle focuses on 
taking control of territory by exerting 
influence over nations. Great historical 
flavor is added by the card-driven 
gameplay, with key events of the era 
like the Suez crisis, Castro’s revolution 
in Cuba, and boycots of the Olympics 
well represented. 
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PUBLISHER ol Flight Games PLAYERS 
2-4 PLAYING TIME 2-5 Hours MSRP $59.95 


A huge board, loads of miniatures, and 
an epic feel make War of the Ring seem a 
bit like a lost Milton Bradley 
GameMaster title from the 1980s. 
Military maneuvers are just one part of 
the action, though, as you also need to 
deal with the political machinations of 
Gandalf and friends, who are trying to 
get the Free Peoples to fight Sauron, 
and Frodo’s quest to take the One Ring 
to Mount Doom. The rules are a little 
convoluted, but battles are resolved by 
rolling dice and playing event cards, so 
there isn’t too steep a learning curve. 
An expansion called Battles of the Third 
Age should be in stores by the time you 
read this. 
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WORLD OF WARCRAFT: 
THE BOARDGAME 


PUBLISHER Fantasy Flight Games PLAYERS 2-6 
PLAYING TIME 4-6 Hours MSAP $59.95 


Those who find both Runebound and 
Descent too simple may want to try the 
boardgame edition of World of WarCraft. 
This is another huge-box FFG produc- 
tion, with loads of cards, plastic figures, 
the usual great artwork, and a reason- 
ably tight rule-set. Everything here will 
be familiar to fans of the MMO, as play- 
ers form teams representing either the 
Horde or the Alliance. Games are pretty 
luck-centric, even though FFG has come 
up with some novel ideas when it comes 
to dice. They can also last a very long 
time, meaning that you won't be hauling 
this one out of the closet on weeknights. 
The Shadow of War expansion is due by 
the holidays. 


ZOMBES 
SECOND EDITION 


PUBLISHER Twilight Creations PLAYERS 2-5 PLAYING TIME 2-4 
Hours MSRP 527.99 


Very simple and 
straightforward, 
Zombiesift isn't a 
game that re- 
quires a lot of 
thought. You lay 
tiles, shoot zom- 
bies, and play 
cards to screw 
your rivals while 
on a race to get 
to the helipad 
and bug out. The one big drawback is 
the length of games, although you can 
cut down on the time by using easily 
adopted alternative rules or playing one 
of the many expansion packs. 
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By WILLIAMU АВА 


Since there's some concern that 
videogames are killing childhood, 
maybe it's time to introduce kids to an- 
other type of gaming: the boardgame. 
Maybe they've tried Candyland and 
Chutes and Ladders. But if you're look- 
ing for something a wee bit more com- 
plex, check these out. 


Apples +o Apples Ur. (516) 

This is a comparison card game where 
each player gets a turn being the 
judge. There is a target 
card each round witha 
word like “fun,” “soft,” or 
“tall” and each 
round the 
players sub- 
mit one of 
their cards 
that they think fits the target word. 
The judge proceeds to pick the win- 
ning card. What makes the game fun 
for kids is that they get to lobby for 
their card to be chosen. Hearing your 
five-year-old try to convince you that 
dancing is “smooth” is comedy gold. 
The game requires light reading, but 
there’s nothing stopping you from 
helping the little ones. It's best played 
with at least four people. 
(oth-games.com) 







Blink ($5.99) Г 
| This is a light- LA 
ning-fast two- 
i player card 
game (hence 
| the name) 
that helps 
| kids think fast 
while identifying numbers, shapes, 
| and designs. Each player has a small 
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deck of cards with various shapes and 
designs on them. There are two target 
cards set face up on the table. The 
players must play a card on one of the 
1 targets that matches the number of 
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! BOARD KIDS 


designs, the type of design (a star, 
tree, circle, etc.), or the color of the 
design. The winner of the game is the 
first to run out of cards. There’s no 
reading involved, so it's ideal for exer- 
cising the brain of a preschooler. 
(otb-games.com) 


Blokus ($19) 
This abstract 
strategy game 
1| for two to four 
1 players is the 
ideal introduc- 
tion to boardgames for kids who are 
old enough to fallow basic rules but 
not quite able to read. Blokus is rare in 
that it’s fun for both kids and adults. 
Тһе rules are simple: Each player has а 
set of differently shaped tiles, and 
each turn you lay down a piece. The 
only rule is that it has to touch a cor- 
ner—and only a carner, not a side—of 
one of your already played tiles. Each 
player plays until they can't fit any 
more tiles on the board. (blokus.com) 









Gula Gula (539) | 
This is the gold 
standard for 
boardgames de- 
signed for kids. It 
requires agility, 

so it's perfect for little fingers. The 
game consists of a small wooden 
Бом!, a pole, cardboard tiles that 
make up the board, and 20-odd 
wooden eggs of various sizes and col- 
ors. There's an underlying set of rules, 
but the idea is to reach into the bowl 
and steal an egg of a particular color 
without knocking over the pole, 
which the eggs help hold in place. It’s 
easy to learn and fun for kids and par- 
ents alike. Unlike the other games, 
Gulo Gulo is a bit tough to find, so you 
may have to order it online from a 
game vendor. (riograndegames.com) 
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No one needs to know what 
you're really doing at work 
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INSIDER 


orant Necessary 


As gamers sample products from all over the world, they're developing a refined appreciation of national differences 


ave you noticed that game companies are "de-odoriz- 

ing" a lot less than they used to? No, we don't refer to 

that earthy smell that radiates from the cubicles when 
the team has put in a few too many nights during crunch 
time. 

We're referring to the suggestion made by Japanese cul- 
tural critic Koichi Iwabuchi (Recentering Globalization). He 
believes that, although Japan may rival Hollywood as a 
global media influence, Japanese cultural goods often get 
"deodorized;/ or stripped of their local characteristics, as 
they enter other markets. By contrast, no one feels the need 
to hide the "Americanness" of American media products. 
More kids worldwide might know who Mario is than Mickey 
Mouse, but few know that Mario comes from Japan. (They 
all know Mickey comes from America.) 

For most of the history of computer and videogames, 
America and Japan have competed aggressively in the 
worldwide marketplace. The lead represented by Nintendo, 
Sega, and Sony after the crash of Atari meant that many of 
the games we played in the 1990s came from Japan. There 
were, however, strong filters that determined that only a 
small percentage of the game genres that appealed in 
Japan would play well in the United States. Content was ad- 
justed to meet local censorship standards, and other parts 
were removed because they wouldn't be easily recognizable 
by American consumers. 

This is the process that Iwabuchi calls “de-odorization.’ 
The Street Fighter games reproduce a variety of national 
stereotypes to create exotic differences, but they don't nec- 
essarily signal that the game itself comes from Japan. By the 
time we get to Final Fantasy, it seems likely that a large 
number of fans liked the content because it reflects 
Japanese aesthetics. 

Increasingly, visible national differences have become a 
source of added economic and cultural value in games. As 
this has happened, we have seen greater diversity їп the 
game content entering the American market. A game like 
Katamari Domacy is appealing because there's nothing else 
like it in the American market, and because it feels so dis- 
tinctly Japanese. Games like this clearly appeal to a депега- 
tion of young people who have grown up playing Shigeru 
Miyamtoto's videogames, watching anime, reading manga, 
listening to Jpop, and engaging in cosplay. Such youth have 
a deeper respect and appreciation for at least some aspects 
of Japanese popular culture, and they seek products that re- 
flect those local cultural differences. 

In his new book Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers, Henry de- 








"Japanese cultural goods often get 


'deodorized, or stripped of their local 
characteristics, as they enter other markets." 


scribes this new attitude as pop cosmopolitanism. In the 
past, а cosmopalitan was someone who sought to escape 
the parochialism of their own culture by consuming wine, 
music, painting, literature, or cinema from other parts of the ~- 
world. A pop cosmopolitan is someone who seeks this same 
kind of difference through their consumption of various 
kinds of popular culture, Pop cosmopolitans seek out 
Japanese games content that has not yet made it to the 
American market, taking great pleasure in games about bul- 
let trains or noodle restaurants. In some cases, they learn 
basic Kanji so they can play games not yet translated into 
English. 

Fueling this trend has been the emergence of game in- 
dustries outside of Japan and the United States that want to 
break into the global marketplace, not by creating some cul- 
turally neutral content but by emphasizing national differ- 
ence. A year or so ago, the French government funded an 
American tour of some key French videogame designers, 
stressing that games were now part of the national culture, 
French games, the French claimed, were more complex in 
their themes and characterizations than American ones, just 
as the French New Wave taught the world new ways to tell 
stories. 

We are seeing the emergence of nationally distinct genres; 
simulation games from Germany, mobile games from 
Scandinavia, multiplayer games from Korea. We are seeing 
strong pushes from the Chinese government to develop 
games that promote national pride. We are seeing the emer- 
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“The only potential drawback to my game 
is that real serial killers don't kill nearly 
as many people as almost every game 
ever released allows you to do, 


so it might be a little slow." 
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gence of games industries in countries from India to 
Singapore that are claiming to offer different kinds of play ex- 
periences because of their roots in unique national cultures. 

The game player of today can sample games from all over 
the world and may have developed a refined appreciation 
of national differences. As distribution shifts toward the 
Web, we will see even more options available to consumers. 
The American publishers will no longer serve as gatekeep- 
ers, determining which titles enter the national market. 


WUC UMUC BY KELLY WAND. 


In such a world, publishers will want to heighten, rather 
than de-odorize, cultural difference. And players will soon 
be buying guidebooks to global game movements, much as 
they might now read books on world music or different cin- 
ema traditions. ; 


А ل‎ —MM— 
Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire are co-directors of The Education 
Arcade, which is based at MIT and the University of Wisconsin- 
Madison More information on the program can be found at 
educationarcade.org 


Requisite Year in Review Column 


Welcome to the annual “First Annual Random Incoherence Pwnage ‘n’ Roflcopter Awards Round-Up" 


which can only mean it's time again for our "First 

Annual Random Incoherence Pwnage 'n' Roflcopter 
Awards Round-Up" Sadly, despite the sickening number of 
news stories this year in the highly technical bureaucratic 
purgatory we affectionately call the videogame industry, | 
have but a meager column's worth of shiny orders of merit 
(Pwnage badges) and steaming turds of derision 
(Roflcopters) to dispense arbitrarily. Better luck next year, 
Activision. 

To everybody else: All set? Grab your retinas real tight and 
hang on. 

First off, a big, pink-fishnet-stocking-enclosed haunch of 
Pwnage to Blizzard for forbidding players to start gay- and 
lesbian-friendly guilds in World of WarCraft. |'m just as big on 
civil liberties as the next straight white American, but enough 
is roughly enough. Blizzard's (correct) position has been all 
along that penalizing the victims will cut down on the омега! 
harassment levels. And who knows more about levels than 
MMO designers? Hopefully, they'll also ban Christian guilds to 
cut down on religious intolerance. Besides, gayness simply 
has no place in a wholesome online environment where mil- 
lions of young males can hang out together, dance, cook, and 
exchange shoes, earrings, and necklaces. Kids shouldn't be 


0 nce more, the holidays have eerily crept up on us, 












exposed to adult themes so early in life. This game is about a 
race war, people. Let's focus. 

Meanwhile, a fleet of dismal Roflcopters to the 38 devel- 
opers who responded to my pitch for a game where you 
portray a serial killer with the ridiculous assertion that 
there'd be no "market" for it. | don't normally play the statis- 
tics card, because math's stupid, but a 2005 study by the 
National Entertainment Research Department definitively 
concluded that the two demographics least targeted by PC 
game developers were women ages 77 to 79 and serial 
killers. Citizens of our nation, is “No serial killer left behind" 
just something we tell our children, or are we finally pre- 
pared to give more than parched lip service to the Latin on 
our currency? These 38 nay-say-velopers also had the temer- 
ity to suggest that having a shark as a (probably unlockable) 
body disposal method would be “dumb” What better way to 
teach kids that sharks gotta eat? The only potential draw- 
back to my game is that real serial killers don't kill nearly as 
many people as almost every game ever released allows you 
to do, so it might be a little slow. 

On a happier note, big sweaty Pwnage up into profes- 
sional game-hater Jack Thompson for having the guts to 
lose in court once again to Rockstar Games, this time over 
Bully. To be vanquished and still not surren- 

der is true victory, and to do it over and 

over is nothing less than repeated true 

victory. Mr. Thompson referred to the 
game as a "nuisance; an epithet of truly in- 
cendiary derision, and i can assure him 
from personal experience that few real-life 
bullies will take it lightly. Stand firm, Jack. 
American courts have nothing better to do. 

Although I can't stop playing, | give sternly 

disapproving Roflcopters to EA for not includ- 
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ing an American faction in its glitchy but 
jazzy Battlefield 2142. In-game adware only 
makes me feel more homesick, and the very 
idea that America won't be at war 136 years 
from now is just way too far-fetched. 

Pwnage, though, to Stay Alive, the March 
2006 Hollywood Pictures release. Along with 
DOOM and Grandma's Boy, it has restored in- 
tegrity and nuance to the noble art of 
videogame cinematheque, in tandem at- 
taining creative heights filmgoers haven't 
experienced since the platinum era of TRON, 
Joysticks, and The Last Starfighter. The audi- 
ence with which | had the privilege of see- 
ing Stay Alive was literally moved to silence 
when the lights finally went up. Never be- 
fore has a movie so successfully managed to 
tap into our universal fear of stagecoaches. 
And any game where you can kill an end 
boss with a rose sounds awesome! 

If we may linger on the topic of pwnership, 
half a jagged Roflcopter rotor-blade goes to 
the Joint Economic Committee of the U.S. 
Congress, which announced in October its in- 
tention finally to begin conducting investiga- 
tions into the “nature” and “amount” of com- 
merce taking place in MMO virtual space 
after far too many years of disgraceful le- 
niency. "There is a concern that the IRS might 
step forward with regulations that start tax- 
ing transactions. ..within virtual economies,’ 
said committee chairman Jim Saxton in 
October. According to BBC News, Saxton said 
he would consider such a step a “mistake,” 
adding that the study was intended only to 
get “a better understanding of where the line 
falls between taxable and nontaxable trade. 
Government intervention is long, long over- 
due. Now that Congress finally has this issue 
nailed, hopefully it'll be able to start focusing 
on related concerns, like nerflng Warlock 
pets. Or Iraq. 

And, speaking of politics and 


apologist Al Gore by using his likeness to 
represent the Internet Wonder. It's about 
time someone called out those Marxists at 
Firaxis. They even laughably try to have it 
both ways by using Abraham Lincoln, a 
Republican, as the wise American leader 
and making the French dark blue. 
Newsflash, Firaxis: Bias displayed toward 
both sides of an issue is the most insidious 
bias of all. 

Finally, a reluctant Roflcopter to Slick 
Software for its only-psychologically-addic- 
tive marijuana-growing simulator, Highgrow 
420, freeware available at highgrow.us. 
Finally, an educational game gets the credit 
It deserves. Way too many kids today get 
their weed in baggies without ever giving a 
thought to all the hard work, botanical 
know-how, and scissor sharpening that 
went into the harvesting process. Learning 
such skills early will pay off for them big- 
time between now and 2007, when the 
global economy will have undergone its in- 
evitable transformation into a hemp-based 
matriarchy. Still, the graphics for the Silver 
Pearl seed models bear a perplexing resem- 
blance in shape and ostensible odor to the 
Northern Lights, which—pardon my 
French—is like comparing keef-laced White 
Widow to the Dr. Kush. 

Well, there you have it. A thorough exam- 
ination of everything that happened in 
2006, both in the games industry and out of 
it. And remember, these awards—like most 
(except for the Grammys)— were based on 
how profitable something was. And no man 
profiteth but by the loss of others. 

Which, in the end, is really just a fancy 
way of saying that award ceremonies are all 
that separate us from algae. 





Next month: The Rapers adapt! 
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three finger salute 


BY TOM CHICK 








An Open Letter to 


“Please stop what you're doing.” 


difficult for all of us. It hasn't been this bad since the 

Ww ¥ heyday of MicroProse back in the '90s. At least Sony 
has been here for us, with Star Wars Galaxies. Their support 
of the PSP has been a real boon, and we couldn't have asked 
for a better gift than the way they worked up to the release 
of the PlayStation 3. But 2006 was mostly guys like THQ, 
Relic, Nintendo, and Capcom screwing everything up. 
Because of them, 2006 will long be remembered as a year 
that was particularly hard on columnists. 

People who don't write columns may not appreciate the 
difficulties we face. It is our job, every month, to find some- 
thing wrong with "the industry; as 
we call it, in the same way that 
some people call the CIA "the 
Company" Calling it"the industry" 
gives it certain connotations. At 
best, it's a collection of squat 
buildings that belch smoke and 
pollute the environment; at worst, 
it’s a shadowy, monolithic entity. 
As anyone who saw 2007 knows, 
monoliths are scary to simple peo- 
ple. Monoliths are dark and may 


lal e will remember 2006 as a very dark year. It's been 
иш 





"So please, gaming industry, screw up a little 


more next year. Think of the columnists.” 


be disturbingly powerful, instead of multifaceted and simply 
confused. Boards of directors, shareholders, retailers, licens- 
ing deals, budgets, and schedules aren't nearly as dramatic 
as "evil publishers, "lazy developers; and the old standby, 
"suits." 

Over the course of the past year, the industry has been 
making my job difficult. How am ! supposed to write a col- 
umn about the lack of innovation with Defcons and Rises of 
Legends and Okamis and Wils floating around? And how can 
| do my annual column on "sequelitis" when the sequels are 
things like Caesar IV, Battlefield 2142, LEGO Star Wars ll, and 
Tomb Raider: Legends? None of those sucked. What the hell? 

With Oblivion, Gothic 3, and Neverwinter Nights 2, we can't 
lament that MMOs are killing traditional single-player RPGs. 
With real-time strategy games like Company of Heroes, Battle 
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the Industry 


for Middle Earth Il, Rise of Legends, and superlative expan- 
sions for Age of Empires Ill and Dawn of War, we can't whine 
about a stagnant RTS genre. Even the Grand Theft Auto 
clones like Bully and Saints Row аге disappointingly terrific. 
Regular column whipping boy Steam works smoothly now, 
and has started offering superlative content. You disappoint 
me, Valve. And what's a fellow to do when even crappy 
Euro-games like DarkStar One and Hard Truck: Apocalypse 
are good? 

And what's up with some of the year's best games' being 
on dinky little hand-held systems? Syphon Filter: Dark 
Mirror, Monster Hunter PSP, and Pokemon Mystery 
Dungeons? You're killing me here! Even the Game Boy 
Advance had Drill Dozer and Yu Gi Oh Ultimate Masters. |s 
there no corner of gaming, no franchise, no trend available 
for blanket ridicule? 

| would, however, like to thank EA for continuing to milk 
Madden, The Sims, and Need for Speed. Many of us are grate- 
ful for that. Ubisoft, why can't you be more like EA? The Tom 
Clancy moniker used to be a license to mock, but you're 
screwing that up with the latest Splinter Cell, Ghost Recon, 
and Rainbow Six. Was Lockdown so quickly forgotten, Ubi? 
It's enough їо make a columnist long for the salad days of a 
Sum of Ail Fears game. 

Thanks also to EA for their decisions to charge money for 
cheat codes in Tiger Woods and tutorials in Madden. That's 
awesome stuff and we'll be getting right on that. 
Raspberries to Bethesda for not following up with more of 
that horse armor nonsense in Oblivion. At least we got a lot 
of mileage out of that particular story, even if it didn't really 
have legs. 

And it's not just the columnists. We're supposed to be the 
hard-ass reviewers, writing for discriminating gamers. At this 
point, we're going to have to add an extra star to our rat- 
ings. We can do that, you know. We can just print up how- 
ever many stars we need. There are complicated economic 
reasons why we shouldn't do that, but the situation's get- 
ting dire. 

So please, gaming industry, screw up a little more next 
year. Think of the columnists. Help me heckle you. Because, 
if we have another year like 2006, l'm going to have to trade 
in my keyboard for a pair of pom-poms, and this space will 
be devoted to something like the third season of Lost or the 
war in Iraq, where a guy like me has an easier job. iit 
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